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Creating English Songs with Familiar
Music for EFL Classrooms in Japanese
Elementary Schools

Miori Shimada
Toyo University

mioshimal@gmail.com

Abstract

This paper introduces a compilation of simple and easy English songs designed for
children learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). While belonging to various language
schools, the author encountered numerous songs that captured children’s interest in English
vocabulary and phrases. While some of these songs had original melodies, many were
adaptations of traditional songs in Japan, USA, and UK. Consequently, the author undertook
the task of developing English songs using familiar tunes and shared them with a group of
Japanese and Filipino English teachers who taught Japanese children. The article presents the
feedback received from these teachers regarding the preference for utilizing traditional tunes
and the focus of these songs. Additionally, the list of the tunes used for Wee Sing CD series
that have been very popular among children throughout Japan and North America will be

presented for further discussion.

ne can reasonably assume that songs that have remained popular for many decades

probably consist of elements that contribute to their accessibility and familiarity. These

elements include a distinct and repetitive rhythm, as well as a melodic range that is well-
suited for inexperienced singers. This paper introduces some simple and easy songs for children’s
EFL classrooms based on the familiar music such as melodies or tunes of English and Japanese
traditional songs or nursery rhymes free from copyright. While belonging to three private language
schools and two preschools in Saitama prefecture between 1997 and 2000, the author encountered

many songs that stimulated children’s interests in English words and phrases. Several of these
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songs had original music. However, many used the melodies of traditional children’s songs. Thus,
the author developed some English songs based on familiar music focused on vocabulary,
grammar, themes, and events, following the steps for song-creation (see Steps for Song-Creation of
this article).

The paper also presents simple songs that incorporate the texts from picture books, allowing
students to actively engage by singing along rather than participating in conventional storytelling.
In addition, the comments on song-creation from English teachers for children in Japan as well as
the tunes the university students chose for their song-creation activity will be explained. Moreover,
the paper introduces a list of tunes used for the world-popular Wee Sing CD series. These aspects

will be further explored and discussed.

Literature Review
Foreign Language Education in Japanese Elementary Schools

During the 2020 academic year, the Japanese government launched their new English
education curriculum for public elementary schools. Based on the new guidelines released by
MEXT (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology), English has become a
compulsory subject for the upper grades (fifth- and sixth- grades), and English activities have been
incorporated into “The Period for Integrated Study” class for the middle grades (third- and fourth-
grades). In addition, reading and writing have officially been introduced to the upper grades.
(MEXT, 2018)

Although the Japanese government aims to increase the number of “specialist teachers” of
English, the number of these educators remains low. Moreover, the budget to hire such English
professionals has been cut down in most public elementary schools. As a result, it is anticipated
that English classes will be conducted mainly by homeroom teachers who have less experience in

teaching a foreign language.
Applications of Songs in English Language Education
Children enjoy singing and find pleasure in learning new songs. Many of them are delighted

to show what they learned in class in front of their parents later in the day (Paul, 2003). According
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to one Uzbekistan teacher, “Teachers can contextualize instruction by taking the content and
turning it into songs that relate to young learners’ lives” (Shin & Crandall, 2014, p. 101). Curtain
and Dahlberg (2016) also insist, “Songs learned in the target language have the double benefit of
giving students experience with an important dimension of the target culture and helping them to
internalize the sounds, vocabulary, rhythms, and structures of the new languages™ (p. 370). Other
advantages and benefits of song use for language classrooms are the joy of lessons (Millington,
2011; Slattery & Willis, 2003), more cultural input (Curtain & Dahlberg, 2016; Degrave, 2019;
Millington, 2011; Rockell, 2016), more variety in class (Slattery & Willis, 2003), and higher
motivation (Binns, 2016; Degrave, 2019). Furthermore, vocabulary and grammar lessons (Kanel,
1997; Millington, 2011, Slattery & Willis, 2003), pronunciation and speaking practice (Millington,
2011), automaticity and memorization (Paul, 2003; Rockell, 2016; York, 2011), Content and
Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) (Binns, 2016) are the privileges students can acquire through

songs.

Suggestions for Song Creation
Traditional Songs in Japan

As western music was deliberately taught since the Meiji period, most Japanese are very
familiar with western melodies. In addition, Japanese people might be surprised to discover that
some of our well-known traditional songs such as Chocho (the butterfly song) and Hotaru no
Hikari (the light of fireflies) were born in western countries. Moreover, those songs have long been
believed to be Japanese original songs although they were the ‘modified’ version of the western

traditional songs (Yanagawa, 2021).

Adaptation of Songs

Paul (2003) states that there are many great children’s songs teachers want to use for their
classes. Thus, he encourages language teachers to modify original verses to help learners acquire
more words, phrases, and expressions through songs. Abe-Ford (2001) also believes that English
songs are effective for acquiring ‘natural’ English. According to her, teachers should modify verses

relevant to the students’ levels, interests, and environment. Come Come Everybody, the popular TV
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morning drama series aired on the Japanese national broadcasting network NHK in 2021, began
with the opening song of their actual radio English course featured between 1946 and 1951. This
popular opening song was derived from the melody of a well-known Japanese children’s song
called Shojoji no Tanukibayashi [Raccoon Dogs Dancing at Shojoji Temple]. In the drama, this
“English” song captivated children and elderly individuals across Japan, becoming a source of
encouragement and enthusiasm toward learning English during the transformative times (Come
Come Everybody, 2023). In contrast to Abe-Ford (2001) and Paul (2003), some scholars, such as
Kanel (1997), disagree with the ideas of adapting songs for English education. He points out that
authentic songs have some mistakes, non-standard structures and vocabulary, and irregular stress
and intonation patterns. Therefore, teachers should develop new language learning songs by
themselves. Takahashi, Kawai, Sawada, and Yanagi (2021) acknowledge the importance of
choosing familiar music or simple melodies for the adaptation of songs for elementary school
English. Teachers should also be aware that these songs are not always easy to sing for the
learners. Takahashi et al. (2021) also advocate that strong attention must be paid to the selection of
songs when teaching unique sounds and rhythms that are not found in the Japanese language to
teach English. According to Takahashi et al. (2021), singing with some very popular tunes would
be a significant challenge for young learners to acquire English-like pronunciation/intonation.
Therefore, those melodies would not be suitable as a teaching resource for experiencing the
authentic English language. Takahashi et al. (2021) also state that it is crucial to educate learners
about the distinctions in singing method, language characteristics, and pronunciation and rhythm
when adapting Japanese songs or English songs in class. Consequently, it is desirable to offer
instructions that can generate a sense of accomplishment among students (Millington, 2011), such

as “I understood the meaning of the English lyrics!” or “I sang like an English speaker!”

Steps for Song-Creation

Songs are introduced to English classes with different purposes. For example, as
background music, chanting for vocabulary exercise, using actions/gestures for review, or for code-
switching. The following are the modified steps for song-creation (Shimada, 2014, p. 29) based on

the ideas from Kanel (1997) and Paul (2003):
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1. Consider your students levels and interests, the environment, and the lesson schedule

2. Decide your target words, phrases and grammar points

3. Brainstorm a list of simple, popular melodies

4. Create verses (with your target words or phrases) and sing along with a familiar melody

5. Revise those verses if they do not match the melody (rewording, rephrasing or using
contractions effectively)

The extra step 6 such as “Create gestures to the lyrics” would also work effectively to reinforce the

meaning of the song.

Difficulties of Song-Creation for Inexperienced Teacher-Singers
Based on the author’s experience of song-creation, the most significant feature of word

substitution seems to be that it results in new or complex syllable groupings based on the melodies.

Types of Songs to Introduce in English Classrooms
Total Physical Response (TPR)

Asher’s TPR (1969) is a popular method for young language learners. TPR works effectively
in beginners’ classrooms when checking students’ comprehension. In this theory, teachers give
instructions to students, and they show their understanding with actions without saying a word. It is
also possible to make the following TPR song more student-centered if the students sing in turn

(instead of a teacher), swapping color words.

Color song
Tune: London Bridge (*ENG)

Who is wearing something **blue? Something blue? Something blue?

Who is wearing something blue? Please stand up!/Please sit down!

Note. *ENG means English traditional songs, and JPN means Japanese traditional songs for

children. **The words can be replaced with other words in the same vocabulary group.
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Simple Questions and Answers

Simple Q & A songs can easily be created based on the tunes of popular children’s songs
using the ‘repetitive’ phrases in some picture books. The story texts in Brown Bear, Brown Bear,
What Do You See? (Carle, 1970) and Panda Bear, Panda Bear, What Do You See? (Carle, 2006)
can be sung along with the two popular melodies: Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, and the Teddy Bear
song. Teachers can also create an easy and fun Q & A song based on the simple story of the picture
book. Below the author presents two songs focusing on the story content Pancakes and Acrobats.
Learning songs in the target language through picture books will give students triple benefits---

song, language, and story.

Pancakes song (based on the storybook Pancakes, pancakes! by Eric Carle)

Tune: Are You Sleeping? (ENG)

[Verse 1]

Are you hungry? Are you hungry? How about you? How about you?
Have some pancakes Have some pancakes Now I’m full Now I’m full
[Verse 1]

Pan, pan, pancakes Pan, pan, pancakes Nice and hot Nice and hot

Add a little butter Add a little butter Now it’s done Now it’s done

Can You Do This? (based on the storybook Cornelius by Leo Lionni)

Tune: London Bridge (ENG)
Can you do this difficult trick? Difficult trick? Difficult trick? Can you do this difficult trick?

“Students in turn show the trick (instead of acrobats) here!”

Yes, I can. / No, I can’t. (Yes, we can. / No, we can’t.) Answer version 1

Icandoit./ I can’tdo it. (We cando it. / We can’tdo it.)  Answer version 2
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Topic-Based Songs

When creating songs, it is important to think about how to relate songs to students’
everyday lives (Shin & Crandall, 2014) as well as to find connections with new or familiar topics
(Slattery & Willis, 2003). Based on the Influenza song (see Appendix) which was created in 2009
when the flu viruses rapidly spread across Japan, the author modified that song to develop the

COVID-19 pandemic version in 2020.

Virus Protection Measures

Tune: Row, Row, Row Your Boat (ENG)

1. Wear, wear, wear your mask To keep the germs away! (Repeat verse 1)
2. Wash, wash, wash your hands To keep you clean and safe! (Repeat verse 2)
3. Play, play, play all day But keep your mask on tight! (Repeat verse 3)
4. Eat, eat, eat your lunch But keep the chatter out! (Repeat verse 4)

Grammar Rules

A study of college students by Kanel (1997) found positive results when conducting song-
based activities. The study concluded that songs would work as effectively as other conventional
activities in language education. Many students the author taught had difficulty acquiring grammar
rules. For example, young students were often confused with verbs used for sports. The song
verses, therefore, were arranged in accordance with the verbs such as play, do, skate, ski, surf, etc.
As Millington (2011) states, “By adapting the song in this way, the teacher has the advantage of
being able to select a particular language feature and incorporate it into the song. This feature could
be an item of vocabulary, syntax, phonology, or a simple conversational expression. This allows
the teacher to incorporate more songs into a curriculum and save time searching for and learning

new songs” (p. 140).
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[Verse 1]

Let’s play together
Let’s play **baseball
Let’s play basketball

Let’s play soccer

[Verse 3]

Let’s do together
Let’s do yoga
Let’s do Kendo

Let’s do Karate

Sports song
Tune: Are You Sleeping? (ENG)

Let’s play together

Let’s play baseball

Let’s play basketball

Let’s play soccer

Let’s do together
Let’s do yoga
Let’s do Kendo

Let’s do Karate

Seasonal Events/Cultural Input

[Verse 2]

Let’s play together
Let’s play tennis
Let’s play ping-pong
Let’s play golf

[Verse 4]

Let’s ski and skate
Let’s snowboard
Let’s surf and swim

Let’s roller skate

Let’s play together
Let’s play tennis
Let’s play pingpong
Let’s play golf

Let’s ski and skate
Let’s snowboard
Let’s surf and swim

Let’s roller skate

One of the benefits of learning a foreign language is exposure to different cultures and

viewpoints. In that respect, it is estimated that combining language and culture into songs can

nurture children's cultural awareness and interest. Chen (2009) defines one of the merits of song

use as “a kaleidoscope of culture” and states, “Language and music are interwoven in songs to

communicate cultural reality in a very unique way” (p. 88). While singing the “World food’ song,

the students will naturally encounter food from another country that they have never known before.

It could be a song that arouses their curiosity about food, countries, and people. While singing the

second 'Halloween & Christmas' song, children can experience and enjoy traditional games, and

acquire seasonal greetings as well as vocabulary.
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World Food song

Tune: London Bridge (ENG)

1.  Have you ever eaten **Sinigang (Filipino food)? Sinigang? Sinigang?

Have you ever eaten Sinigang?
2. Have you ever eaten Zoni (Japanese food)?

Have you ever eaten Zoni?

Yes, | have. / No, | haven’t.
Zoni? Zoni?

Yes, | have. / No, | haven’t.

3. Have you ever eaten Black pudding (British food)? Black pudding? Black pudding?

Have you ever eaten Black pudding?

Yes, | have. / No, | haven’t.

4.  Have you ever eaten Vegemite (Australian food)? Vegemite? Vegemite?

Have you ever eaten Vegemite?

Yes, | have. / No, | haven’t.

Note. **The words can be replaced with other words in the same vocabulary group.

[Verse 1]

Ring-a-Ring-a Lantern

A pocket full of candy corn
Trick or treat! Trick or treat!

We all get the treats

[Verse 1]
Black cats on the roof

Vampires in the coffins

We all scream! We all scream!

With a loud, loud voice

Halloween & Christmas

Tune: Ring-a-Ring-0' Roses (ENG)

[Verse 1]

Ring-a-Ring-a Christmas tree

A pocket full of candy cane

Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas!

We all decorate the tree

[Verse 1]

Santa with many presents (Christmas gifts)
Reindeers pull the sleigh

We’re all in bed. We’re all in bed.

With sweet, sweet dreams

Language Teachers’ Preference of Music Based on the Mini-Survey and Feedback

Teachers’ Preferences

The results of the mini-survey (Table 1) conducted by Shimada (2014) with 28 English

teachers based in Japan show that many of them prefer to use familiar melodies of ‘English’ songs

in their English classes such as Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, London Bridge, and Bingo. According
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to the respondents, tunes of English songs are already familiar to Japanese children and easier for
them to learn; therefore, it does not matter if the tunes come from English traditional songs. A few
teachers responded that the students are able to relax and enjoy songs more with English melodies
perhaps with a faster tempo in comparison with Japanese songs. Another reason is that because
Japanese songs are unfamiliar to some non-Japanese teachers, they feel comfortable using English
songs instead. There are a few teachers who do not care about the types of melody as long as the
tunes fit their students’ levels and include appropriate tempo and rhythm. Below is the song list the
teachers preferred to apply the melody to their English classrooms. The number in brackets after

the song title means the number of respondents in the survey who use that song:

Table 1

Survey of 28 English teachers’ melody preferences (adapted from Shimada, 2014, p. 30)

English song name Number of Japanese song name Number of
teacher’s teacher’s
preference preference

Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star 20 Ai, Ai [Monkey] 6
10 Little Indians/Monkeys 17 Chocho [Butterfly] 5
London Bridge 17 Churippu [Tulip] 2
Bingo 14 Mori no Kuma-san [The other 2
If You 're Happy 11 day | met a bear]

Are You Sleeping? 11

Row, Row, Row Your Boat 10

Japanese Students’ Preferences

In the 90-minute teacher education class in November 2021 and another class in November
2022, the author assigned her university students to create songs using any familiar melodies of
traditional songs. The tunes they (10 pairs and 15 individuals) used for their song creation in the

author’s teacher education classes are as follows (Table 2).
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Table 2

Tunes chosen for song creation in a teacher education class

Tune title Number of Tune title Number of
times chosen times chosen
Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star 9 It’s a Small World 1
London Bridge 4 Mary Had a Little Lamb 1
Jingle Bells 2 Mickey Mouse Club 1
March
Are You Sleeping? 1 *The Other Day, | Meta 1
Bear
Edelweiss 1 *Tulip 1
Happy Birthday 1 Under the Spreading 1
Chestnut Tree
If You 're Happy 1

Note. *Japanese traditional song

Table 2 shows the students’ first choice was Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, and the second
was London Bridge. It should be noted that there was only one Japanese traditional song, Tulip
included in the list. Although there were more varieties in their music selection compared to the list
of veteran teachers, some students were struggling to fit their original lyrics with the melodies they
chose. As a result, some of their English songs were like “Japanese-English” songs. The following
song is the example of this.

Christmas song

Tune: Mickey Mouse Club March (ENG)
December 24™ is Christmas [ku-ri-su-ma-su]
Santa Clause gives [giiives] me a present [pu-re-ze-n-tou]
There are many [maaany] of Christmas food

Turkey and cakes and roast [roooast] beef
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Types of Music Used for the Wee Sing Series
The Selection of Wee Sing CDs

The Wee Sing series have long been quite popular among children and their parents, and
teachers in the United States. Many parents and teachers in Japan are also familiar with the cover
illustrations of those CDs or songbooks. Table 3 below is the list of tunes used for five Wee Sing
CDs: Children’s Songs and Fingerplays, And Play, In the Car, Dinosaurs, and For Halloween.
Some CDs including Christmas Songs, Bible Songs, 25" Anniversary Celebration, and the Mother
Goose are excluded as their music is basically original and due to the possibility of overlapping of

the music in the selected CDs.

Table 3

List of most common tunes in the Wee Sing series and how many times they are featured per CD

Wee Sing series CDs

Rank Tune name (total timesa  Children’s  And Inthe Dinosaurs For
tune is used) Songs and Play Car (~40 Halloween
Fingerplays (~30 (~45 songs) (~30 songs)
(~55songs) songs) songs)

1 Ten Little Indians (6) 2 2 2

1 Twinkle, Twinkle, Little 3 2 1
Star (6)

2 Mulberry Bush (5) 3 1 1
The Farmer in the Dell 3 1 1
(5)

3 Are you Sleeping? (4) 3 1

3 Battle Hymn (4) 1 1 2

3 If You’re Happy (4) 1 2 1

4 Christmas Day (3) 2 1

4 Rain, Rain, Go Away (3) 3
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The Tunes Used for Wee Sing CDs

As shown in Table 1, the most popular tunes are Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star and Ten Little
Indians, and both melodies are used for six songs on three CDs. In the previous research with
English teachers in Japan, these songs were also ranked No. 1 and No. 2. The second most popular
tunes are Mulberry Bush and The Farmer in the Dell. They are used for three CDs. The third most
popular tunes are Are You Sleeping? and If You re Happy (both were also popular among English
teachers in Japan), and Battle Hymn (this melody appears twice in the Dinosaurs CD songs). There
are 5 scale songs that are mostly used for the Children’s Songs and Fingerplays CD songs;
however, they are arranged in different ways in terms of rhythms, etc. Thus, they are excluded

from this list.

Discussion

The previous research of Shimada (2014) revealed that the majority of teachers teaching
English to young EFL learners in Japan preferred tunes from English songs to ones from Japanese
songs. Those teachers confessed that non-Japanese instructors were unfamiliar with traditional
Japanese melodies.

Similar results emerged from the song selection by Japanese university students in the
author's teacher education classes in this study. Additionally, the top 3 tunes selected for the songs
of Wee Sing series include the same traditional English songs that appeared in the two studies such
as: Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, Are You Sleeping?, and If You're Happy. Millington (2014) states
that many teachers are unaware of the effectiveness or potential of song use. Therefore, more
teachers should use “songs as pedagogical tools” (p. 134) as he defines.

Children are fond of songs, and homeroom teachers tend to use CDs and other audio
materials to teach English more frequently. Songs bring joy to the classroom and create a relaxing
atmosphere. They also add variety to the everyday routine. However, there are some issues and
limitations when adapting songs to class. For example, unless the teacher chooses the suitable
music and appropriate tempo, the lyrics of the English song might cause students’
mispronunciation and the wrong stress of English words. As presented in Japanese Students’

Preferences, the Christmas song created by the Japanese student shows some words with extremely
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long stress and voiced sound instead of voiceless sound. This might put language learners in
danger of acquiring Japanese-English instead of natural English.
These findings suggest that more teachers should learn English songs and attend workshops

to acquire skills in song adaptation.

Conclusion

As songs draw naturally on the affective dimension and emotions, it is reasonable to
anticipate their potential to be adapted for presenting standard syllable stress in spoken language.
“Musical elements trigger positive emotions, motivation, verbal memory, social bonding or even
self-regulation, all of which are needed for the development of good language skills” (Fonseca-
Mora, 2016, p. 6).

Binns (2016) emphasizes the importance of the physiological effects that music can have
on individuals, suggesting that educators should carefully contemplate the music they choose to
incorporate into the classroom in the future. She also states “music cannot teach students unless it
is combined with suitable preparation, justification, and tasks. Music, just like any supplemental
tool, can be used constructively and effectively or not: its effectiveness depends totally on the
teacher” (p. 17).

The research on song use has not been examined adequately. More in-depth research and
detailed surveys on song creation for young learners” English classrooms should be conducted with
larger samples. Lectures and workshops on the adaptation of songs specifically for public
elementary school teachers are desperately needed. Song creation and adaptation should also be
incorporated into the curriculum for university teacher candidates. Furthermore, teachers of young

learners of English should make more efforts to actively introduce songs to their EFL classrooms.
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Appendix
(Presented in Shimada, 2014)

Influenza song

Tune: Row, Row, Row Your Boat (ENG)
1. Gargle, gargle, gargle When you have sore throat

(Repeat two lines)

2. Blow, blow, blow your nose Gently blow your nose
#(Repeat two lines)

#(Optional) Gently, gently, gently, gently Gently blow your nose

3. Wear, wear, wear your mask When you cough so hard

(Repeat two lines)

4. Stay, stay, stay in bed Quietly stay in bed/When your fever’s high

#(Repeat two lines)

#(Optional line) Quietly, quietly, quietly, quietly ~ Quietly stay in bed
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Abstract

Theatre has potential as a form of experiential learning, and language learning in
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts could be ideal contexts for extensive language
practice through such an approach given the lack of opportunity many students have to use
the language meaningfully outside of class. The current study introduces a summer program
designed by the author for members of a Japanese high school’s English club. I discuss the
schedule and details of the various parts of this program, then briefly review data from
student reflection surveys about the overall experience. The program set out to give the
students a novel and performative approach to English, and findings from the surveys suggest
that the experience was transformative and broadened their understanding of non-verbal

communication.

his paper provides a rationale, description, and participant review of a summer

program designed to give a group of Japanese high school students the chance to

participate in a series of acting workshops. I conceived and created the program as a
blend of experiential learning and embodied learning, which I consider to be closely aligned.
Used here, embodied learning follows on ideas from Barsalou (1999, 2008) whose work has
allowed us to understand that we make use of our motor-sensory memory of something that
we once perceived when we recall it later. By extension, this suggests the importance of
corporeal and sensory input during learning. From this concept, | came to understand the
importance of working on the physical aspects of performance, and my motivation for the

summer program described and analyzed in this paper had its origins in work I had
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previously done regarding theatre rehearsals, particularly my experimentation with a task
design that has learners analyzing play scripts in pairs (Reid, 2016). Working in the
performing arts on various stage management crews, | had witnessed the utility and potential
in the recursive practice of rehearsals, and | became more interested in how performers went
about building a living, four-dimensional performance from an inert text. This process is,
after all, the lifeblood of what makes the mode of theatre unique. | wondered how many
opportunities many students have had, if any, to explore this aspect of language in their
learning. | wanted to find a way to give students a similar experience of exploration and

reflection through performance.

Introduction

For second language (L2) learning, theatre and drama have attracted a consistent
amount of attention from scholars. Theatre production as a total experience is posited as a
framework for second language learning in studies such as Smith (1984) and Ryan-Scheutz
and Colangelo (2004). The former outlined an entire course built around theatre production.
The latter staged a production of a play in Italian performed by native English-speaking
students and unofficial pre- and post-tests offered some evidence of language improvement,
with participants showing high motivation and appreciation of the immersive experience.
Within English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts, Belliveau and Kim (2013) provide an
extensive synthesis of various studies regarding theater and drama in L2 classrooms, with
their findings indicating that learners appreciate that theatre is intrinsically rewarding and
engaging and that it offers a deeper exploration of language use than other activities. Park
(2015) describes three different case studies of the implementation of theatre activities that
echo these participant sentiments, while Gualdron and Castillo (2018) describe their ongoing
English-medium theatre program for university students in Colombia and note that their
program can effectively address numerous aspects of language learning, including the
affective dimension and intercultural competence. One of the dominant conclusions to draw
from these varied works is the positive effects theatre activities have on motivation and
engagement (thus, on learner affect), as well as frequent self-reports of language
development. The process of theatre itself receives a lot of attention, and certain more
emergent methodologies such as process drama (e.g., Kao & O’Neill, 1998), deemphasize the
production aspect of theatre in favor or student-centered role-plays that make use of activities

often associated with rehearsals and actor training courses. This mirrors the sentiments of
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earlier authors such as Maley and Duff (1978), who advocated for a similar emphasis of
process over product.

As a practitioner-researcher of theatre in L2 learning, | tend to take an opposing view,
one that would agree with the sentiments of scholars like Via (1987) who emphasizes the
importance of theatre and its communication with an audience. Via discusses in detail the
“senses” that demand attention when practicing theatre, and these are not the typical senses of
the body but rather sense as in awareness of the self, the audience, and the relationship
between the two (p. 114-115). This awareness asks learners to consider the possibility that
people are already unconsciously monitoring themselves in regard to an audience in their
daily lives. Indeed, a heightened awareness of how meaning is conveyed with non-verbal
behaviors might elicit a response in the audience, for example, as a visual or auditory signal
might trigger a connection to their own sensory experience of the world. So, in essence,
considering the reception of an audience is a primary preoccupation of theatre.

Given the audience’s eventual viewing of a performance as the raison d’étre for the
whole enterprise, my experience as a student of theatre, along with my work in the
performing arts, push me to favor a focus on production. | see the various ‘games’ of
rehearsals serving a larger purpose: they are meant to develop trust between performers and
hone both mental and physical skills necessary for performance in front of an audience. In
this way, | view rehearsal as a place of discovery, certainly, but the journey is very much
about the destination; the impending performances necessitate exploration and thorough
preparation. Theatre is an aesthetic practice like any other art, and so the matter of aesthetic
appreciation, in other words the audience’s reception and interpretation of a work, must be
firmly in a performer’s mind. One matter that may be overlooked in approaches like process
drama that eschew public performance is the actual utility of different games. Rehearsal
games often involve a great amount of physicality because theatre performance itself will
also need clear voice as well as interpretable movement and corporeal expression. It has been
my estimation that this latter non-verbal side of performance receives less attention outside of
perhaps gestures and facial expressions as a superficial aspect. Other non-verbal aspects have
equally clear importance in making meaning in a theatre since they convey meaning in real-
life. Haptics (touch) and proxemics, to name just two examples, are interesting and seemingly
underdeveloped areas of dramatic performance when one considers how such non-verbal

communication can be interpreted by the audience. This discussion gave me the motivation

Mask & Gavel Volume 11 24



Reid: Using the Space: Details of a Summer Acting Program for Japanese High School
Students
for my summer workshop: | wanted to give a group of English language students the chance
to fully embody the language they practice.

With this goal in mind, | designed a program built around developing participants’
ability with the physical side of theatre performance: vocal quality, gestures and poses,
kinesics, and proxemics. The theoretical framework for this study draws from existing
rationale for experience as a source of learning. Kolb (1984) notes that, “Learning is the
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience...” (p. 38).
This process, this cycle, is something Kolb identifies as consistent among the theorists, such
as Lewin, Dewey and Piaget, who inform his own work and gave rise to a cycle of learning
which is, to summarize and simplify to some extent: 1) concrete experience which is
followed by, 2) reflection that informs, 3) conceptual analysis and, finally, leads to 4)
application of the results of that cycle (Ibid., p. 21-25). In essence, the last step refers to
related situations and not just the specific experience that initiated the cycle. This cycle
shows that learners learn through participation and reflection. This view aligns well with
theatre praxis in terms of how rehearsals prepare for performance. Scene work is recursive—
performers return again and again to the text, to the situation, and work through it. New
insights come from reflection that then manifests through analysis into plans for future
articulation. Moreover, theatre is arguably ideal for such a cycle as the activity itself affords
participants with the opportunity to use their imaginations to inhabit and explore any
interactive situation that can be simulated on a stage. Theatre is, in essence, very much about
play, about experience without real-world stakes.

Scholars working within various disciplines have frequently noticed this potential of
theatre as an experiential, educational instrument, both in and of itself, and in applied
contexts. For example, Sinha and D’Souza (2022) looked at the use of role-plays in corporate
training and reference Kolb’s learning cycle in their rationale. Among their findings they
noted that ‘[the application of theatre] ... not only stimulates participants intellectually but
also emotionally and, thus, represents a situation with logic and mindfulness. [...] [They] can
actually “see the problem” rather than just [discuss it].” (p. 9) (authors’ quotation marks).
From this study we can see that, as Kolb discussed, the experience itself is vital; it cannot be
an abstract consideration of a subject, it must be a direct interface with it. This interface
affords an immediacy of situation that also aligns well with embodied learning, discussed
above, as the experience is very much about experimenting with physicality and being

present and moving on a stage.
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Given this ideal utility, the most pertinent question that remains is how theatre as

experiential learning can be implemented in a more traditionally focused EFL context.
Regarding this implementation, Knutson (2003) notes that while there has been recognition
and promotion of experiential learning, a lack of consensus on methods and teacher training
remains. The author also states, however, that, “The method is easily adaptable to a wide
variety of educational settings, especially to classrooms where project-based and task-based
learning already form the core of a curriculum.” (p. 53). Indeed, | agree that theatre practice
aligns well with both, albeit only if a task-based approach can be said to accommodate the
complex, longitudinal nature of theatre and preparation for performance to the same extent as
project-based learning.

A Summer Program: Acting in English

Setting

Japan is a challenging context for L2 learning. The nation is, for the most part, both
genetically and linguistically homogenous. Secondary school students study English as a
subject for both high school and university entrance examinations but lack external exposure
to the language daily unless they actively seek it out via the internet or other broadcast media.

Even then, there is little necessity in daily life for most people to use it outside of school.

Motivation

As a teacher working within this context and dealing with its real constraints and
opportunities, | have always strived to make the most out of lessons and afford students
ample time to work with the language and become comfortable and gain better command
through consistent, varied practice. Theatre has always been a means for me to achieve this,
and I recall observing how both theatre rehearsals of existing plays, and sessions of devising
theatre as well, have performers consistently engaging with language again and again as they
experiment with different interpretations and performance choices. While students studying
English at a high school in Japan are not training to be actors, | felt they could benefit from
seeing how fully embodying a communicative act could help raise their awareness of how
verbal language interacts with non-verbal aspects.

Therefore, |1 wanted to see what would happen if students were asked to pay more
mind to the physical side of performance rather than to the words they were saying. That is to
say, they were free to attend to language matters as they deemed necessary, but I would keep
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my focus squarely on guiding their embodiment of character. In order to allow discoveries
of connections between body and language to occur naturally, I never overtly stated that my
desired objective was for them to gain a better understanding of how non-verbal factors
affected verbal performance and the meanings being conveyed. Instead, perhaps in the vein
of a sociology experiment, | left this objective undisclosed and waited to see what students
mentioned in their reflections. With this in mind, | contacted the affiliated teachers who
supervised the English club at the research site and from their consultation regarding time
commitments, | designed and prepared the materials for the series of sessions that together

made up the workshop.

Design of the Program

The program was split into two one-week sessions with a two-week break in between
for summer holidays. The first week involved three three-hour workshops centered around
the students trying out various drama games. For this, | used games that | was familiar with
from my time as a theatre student or as a stage manager observing rehearsals. Students would
try out these games and then learn about the basic intended purpose for each game in regard
to rehearsing for a performance. These workshops took place on alternating weekdays. After
this first week, students were tasked with devising a basic plot and script for their
performance. It was decided between the participants and their club supervisors that this
performance would take place during their high school’s culture festival and serve as the
showcase for their English club.

During the two-week break, students worked on their own to select a story to perform
as a short play for the showcase. The second week of the program commenced after the
break. For this week, | met with students for four days and held rehearsals of their play. Each
morning started with around 20-30 minutes of warm-ups utilizing the games introduced in the
previous workshop sessions. The remaining time varied between 2-4 hours depending on
student availability. This time was devoted to rehearsing various scenes of the play. I told the
students to assume some directorial responsibilities and allow me to function as an advisor.

After a one-week break, the workshop concluded with a performance of their devised work.
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Table 1
Workshop Schedule
Week Day Session Schedule
1 Monday Day 1 Introductions, Warm-up Games, Physical Movement
Work
Wednesday  Day 2 Warm-up Games, Physical Movement Work, Tableau
Work
Friday Day 3 Warm-up Games, Tableau Work, Scene Analysis
2-week break
2 Monday Day 4 Scene Work
Tuesday Day 5 Scene Work

Thursday Day 6 Scene Work; Full Run-thru
Friday Day 7 Technical Rehearsal + Dress rehearsal
1-week break

3 Saturday Day 8 Performance

Overview of Program Activities

My desire was to build participants’ ability for performance in the first week through
a variety of activities that put emphasis on the physical aspect of theatre, including the need
for greater vocal projection and movement, gestures, and facial expressions that are
‘readable’ to audience members whether they sit in the front row or the balcony. This is a
special demand of theatre, particularly since theatre traditionally does not employ any
electronic amplification of sound nor does it make use of any video equipment for close-ups
of performers’ faces. Therefore, the body needs to communicate in ways that can be

perceived from a distance. This communication includes the use of proxemics.

Warm-up Games

These brief group activities, such as “Zip, Zap, Zop” and “Mirror Exercise” are
likely what many would refer to as drama games. They are mostly physical in that they
involve the actors moving around and using their body. There is typically minimal language
input our output. Participants are meant to be aware of one another and learn to read each

other’s body language and become comfortable with reacting quickly.
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Physical Movement Work
Various short skits involving some improvisation and reaction. The idea of such

work is to encourage the actors to ‘inhabit the scene’ to ‘be present” and be willing to
respond to the performance choices of their skit partners. One short skit we practiced was to
manifest a secret in some way physically and perform a scene. In a short scene, one character
is asked to have a basic conversation with another character, but that character has a secret
they think will be discovered. So, I asked the actors to imagine that this secret was a literal
object on their person or somewhere in the room and their goal was to make sure that their

partner did not find it.

Tableau Work

For the version that | used in the program, a tableau is a theatre training exercise
where a director or teacher calls out a theme and actors choose to pose within a ‘frozen’
scene together. Typically, one or two initial choices will lead others to adapt to those choices
and add themselves and their ideas into the ‘picture’ being made. In addition to the desire for
building trust, comfort, and awareness between groups members, this activity received
specific and separate attention from other warmups and physical movement as it was meant

to be further utilized in rehearsals as a means of making meaning without words.

Scene Work

This refers to the participants working with their devised text. | wanted them to be
responsible for each other’s language and, as with any piece of devised theatre, take on some
directorial responsibility. As they were new to this experience, | naturally served as an expert
observer and moved between groups to offer any insight and advice | felt was useful at that
moment. All the same, | left script continuity in their hands and focused solely on, and only
reacted to, what they were showing me through their performances. In this way, | tried to
indirectly encourage them to refer to the script but leave it aside when performing and try to

truly inhabit the moment.

Technical and Dress Rehearsals
Lacking the budget or production level that is typical of theatre (the performance had
no set and used only a small amount of lighting fixtures), these two rehearsals happened in

the same afternoon. The performance involved some off-stage narration delivered by
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participants with hand-held microphones. So, the technical rehearsal focused on those
matters, as well as the minimal lighting cues and other sound cues present in the
performance. The dress rehearsal commenced after a break and allowed everyone one last
chance to rehearse as an ensemble, this time in costumes and accompanied by light and sound

cues.

Performance
As mentioned before, the performance itself was presented as part of the showcase
of the high school’s English club and their activities. Therefore, this public performance was

limited to just this one occurrence.

Findings from Student Reflections
| administered open-ended reflection surveys for all participants after the conclusion
of the public performance. Students were free to fill out their reflections in Japanese or
English. I translated the Japanese responses into English and, for any case in which an
accurate translation was unclear, | consulted a native Japanese-speaking colleague and asked
them to check my translation of those cases. | used a grounded approach to qualitative
analysis (c.f., Charmaz, 2006). Using this method, items are coded as they are encountered in
order to let salient themes emerge from the data, rather than bringing a particular
preconceived coding system to the data and focusing on those aspects exclusively. For
discussion of this analysis, each participant has been given a pseudonym.
Overall, the student feedback focused on the transformative nature of this experience.
Consider the post-performance reflection of one participant, Mary (translated from Japanese):
“I'am not good at English and to be honest, I don't like it that much, so I didn't have
much motivation at first. But | decided that if I was going to do it anyway, | would try
my best, so | asked for advice from everyone and tried to listen to what the teachers
had to say. Just by changing my mind, | became more motivated. I think it's great that
I am surrounded by people who have a lot to learn from, such as people who have
studied abroad, have an English test, or like Western movies and music. It made me
want to get involved in English as much as I could. I thought it would be difficult and
I didn't want to be in the show, but it felt good to feel a sense of achievement after the
show, and most of all | was happy with the applause. | couldn’'t speak English

perfectly, but I learnt to communicate with movements and facial expressions. |
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started off with negative feelings, but in the end it was fun and I'm glad I did iz... [] ...
I hope this experience will lead to more opportunities to learn English and | hope |
will come to like [them].”

Mary’s reflection on her experience highlights how important the final performance is
to the process that precedes it. She was able to find satisfaction through participation and
seemed to develop a more positive attitude towards English. The collaboration seemed
fruitful for her as her fellow classmates each had their own individual experience with
English that contributed to her change of attitude. Perhaps this type of opportunity had been
lacking for her in her studies up to this point.

Skills development was another focus of student reflections. Lisa wrote the following
about the summer program after the performance:

“Studying drama for the first time in forever. | worried that | may perhaps couldn’t
understand instructions in English. First, it was difficult for me to understand, but |
gradually became used to English instruction. | learned communication way of

expressing with our bodies. | could speak English a lot and I enjoy it. | want to [do]

drama again.”

It is easy enough to interpret Lisa’s sense of accomplishment with the program. She
indicated the non-verbal portion in particular, and this was a topic also mentioned in the
reflection of another participant, Emma, who wrote (translated from Japanese):

“[the authors’] drama coaching has helped me to be more expressive. | found out
that theatre is not just about saying lines in a monotone way, but that you can get
much more into the role and closer to the character by working on various aspects
such as body language, facial expressions and the volume of the voice. | was a little
anxious and nervous about performing in front of the whole school, but after many
rehearsals and trusting my fellow students, | was able to achieve my goal. Everyone
seemed to enjoy watching me perform and the amount of applause | received made

me happy and confident.”

Once again, the overall process was capped with the satisfaction felt at the end of the
performance. Emma came to appreciate the contributions that non-verbal communication
makes to a performance and seemed to become more aware of how to control them and

express herself better. This was an experience that was echoed by two other participants,
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Carol and Anna, who also mentioned having anxiety about the performance and a feeling of
accomplishment upon hearing the audience’s applause.

While the sense of satisfaction from completing a performance after several rehearsals
was doubtlessly transformative for everyone involved, not every participant ended up
enjoying the act of performance itself. In this vein, Sarah offered a contrasting reflection of
the experience, noting that she nevertheless found value in it and a motivation to apply some
of what she learned. She wrote: (translated from Japanese):

“Summer holidays, communication at the center. | was taught to express myself
through play. [The author] mainly taught me to speak loudly and express myself in a
big way. | thought that even if | couldn't understand the language, I could
communicate a little by expressing myself with my body. I could only understand a
little English, so I struggled a bit, but I'm glad | managed. I'm not good at acting
roles, so | don't think I'll be doing them in the future, but I thought I'd like to try

communicating a little bit more.”

While others might consider doing a similar experience again, Sarah seemed
satisfied and did not wish to pursue such an experience again. At the same time, she found a
lot of value in the process, learned to appreciate aspects of non-verbal communication that

are vital to performance, and seemed happy with her results in the end.

Discussion

Beyond the overall sense of achievement and satisfaction that the learners felt after
their performances, they seemed to regard the rehearsals and workshops about movement,
expressions, voice quality, and proxemics as useful. It could be fair to surmise that high
school students, such as the participants in the current study, might not normally have such an
experience at school in their own language, let alone in a foreign language. Therefore, the
summer program could only go so far in training the participants in some of the skills that are
necessary for theatrical performance. What is important to stress from this experience is that,
while the ostensible goal of the program was to give the students some training in acting for
theatre, the underlying objective was to motivate further language practice, facilitate
development of language skills, and make stronger connections between language and
physical experience rather than to develop the participants’ acting ability. Regarding this

point, the post-task reflections suggest that this aim was successful for all participants. Many
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of them mentioned speaking and communication and reported feelings of improvement, but
no one spoke about the experience strengthening their ability as performers of theatre,
suggesting that the participants did indeed frame the experience as primarily one of language
learning from the start. It could also be the consequence of the limited timeframe and scope
of the program, or perhaps the consequence of the participants devising their own story rather
than working with an extant English play script, thus increasing the challenge. Certainly,
some of the participants seemed to value the collaborative aspect of the experience in general,
but no one discussed how this aspect relates to actor training specifically.

The performance and its specific rehearsals only constituted half of the summer
program, yet the post-performance participant reflections largely neglected to mention any of
the workshops done in the first week. This might be the result of a recency bias given that
four weeks separated the end of week-one and the day of performance. Nevertheless, my
focus during rehearsals remained firmly on preparing for the performance, and I had the
sense that the participants understood and appreciated the need for this preparation. As |
worked with various participants in their respective scene rehearsals, | focused only on
coaching them about blocking (their positioning and movement), which essentially left them
to recall details from the earlier workshops and apply their own understanding of voice and
body language to their performances. For example, the tableau activity from the workshop
days could serve as reinforcement of spatial arrangement and posture as meaningful when
considering where to situate the actors during a particular scene. However, a rehearsal note of
mine from the first full rehearsal on Day 6 commented on the struggle some of the students
had with considering how their proximity to one another could convey meaning. The matter
was discussed after rehearsal but left unresolved and | simply trusted the participants to
follow my advice for how they entered, exited, and moved around their scenes, which for the
most part they did, although whether my notes about motivation for moving closer or further
from someone at certain points in the dialogue were heeded was hard to discern. | attributed
this to the relative inexperience they had with theater and acting and decided to lessen my
emphasis on it for the final rehearsal. Nevertheless, | had expected some of the participants to
mention blocking in some capacity given the focus I put on it during rehearsals, but the
absence of comments suggests that the decision to introduce blocking during rehearsals was
not successful and the participants likely needed some manner of introduction to blocking

during the workshop days instead.
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In conclusion, the current study adds to the available body of research that highlights

how much of a transformative experience doing theatre in another language can be.
Participants found achievement and satisfaction, and even if they did not develop any further
interest in theatre or acting, they still found it useful. If these participants are any indication,
many students are bereft of extended periods of meaningful engagement and experimentation
with a language they are learning. Certainly, the exam-focused curriculum of Japanese high
schools likely leaves some students far from satiated if they are seeking deeper opportunities
for practice than what they get in their normal textbook-driven lessons. In cases like these,

experiential learning through theatre production might be the ideal remedy.

Future Research Directions

As a closing to this paper, several limitations are highlighted to encourage further
research. First, many contexts, particularly similar contexts to the high school in the current
study, might not have the luxury to devote substantial portions of multiple days to undertake
such a production. The program described in the current study required around 22 hours
including the time for performance. This may represent too large of an undertaking for some,
especially for learners of a similar age to the participants. Perhaps university level courses
offer a better fit in terms of time, but as far as further research in concerned, future studies
implementing a similar program with younger learners should be encouraged as they are
often underrepresented in the research literature (which is particularly the case for high
school students).

Second, it would be useful to see how native speakers perform in such a workshop to
get a gauge of how much emphasis the participants put on non-verbal aspects of performance
or how well they would respond to direction regarding blocking. This would help determine
whether matters like blocking might be better off as secondary concerns for an introduction to
theatre production. More importantly, it could help shed light on how different cultures go
about the reflection process in experiential learning. Concerning this framework, participants
were encouraged to talk to each other and reflect after rehearsals, but due to various
constraints both internal and external, data collection could not extend to these individual
reflections during and between rehearsals. Further research could follow a more ethnographic
angle and accompany a participant through the process more fully and pay greater attention to
when and how reflection on the experience happens and how it feeds the next cycle of the

experience.
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Lastly, in relation to that production, it would be good to see if rehearsals which focus

on movement and the body nevertheless prompt students to discuss language and language
use. Interaction between peers or between learner and teacher can be fruitful moments of
incidental language focus within the larger work plan of a rehearsal, and, in a desire to make
meaning, moments where learners need to understand certain choices they have to make in a
performance could prompt a deeper discussion of the language that complements those

choices.
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