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Introduction to Songs for Speaking


What do nursery rhymes, like Mary had a Little Lamb, or Humpty Dumpty, and jump rope rhymes like Five Little Monkeys Jumpin’ on a Bed, and speeches from Shakespeare's plays, like Juliet’s What’s In a Name speech, and hip hop raps, and the lyrics of pop tunes and classic show tunes, and arguments and conversations you might hear around your dinner table, and talk and conversation you might hear on the street corner or in the supermarket, or on talk radio, or anywhere, have in common?  

The answer is this: all these kinds of performed speech are constructed out of a combination of rhythm, stresses, and intonation that are essential to giving them understandable structure and contribute greatly to their meanings.

Ann Wennerstrom in a recent book (2001) has called these rhythms, stresses and intonations that contribute so much to making spoken performances understandable and meaningful "the Music of Everyday Speech.”  They are “musical” in that they involve many strong patterns of rhythm and melody that organize long stretches of song lyrics, poems, and spoken conversations in a way similar to how rhythm and melody organize music.

Now it's important to understand that this music of everyday speech is not an extra, special, added-on, sort of artistic feature of speech, with no essential function in communication.  Oh no, it is rather a crucial aspect of the meanings of speech and also of the ability of speech to be understood.


Rhythm, stress, and intonation are crucial things if you want to be understood when speaking English.  English is a powerfully rhythmic language; you must be able to hear and produce English rhythms if you want to understand and produce the reductions and contractions so common in spoken English.  Stresses are crucial in distinguishing between different words and phrases; and finally, intonation is essential in conversation for understanding contrasts and all kinds of meanings.


Prosodic patterns not only add to and aid the understanding of meaning – but in some cases they are specifically meaningful in themselves.  In intonational idioms specific intonations carry most of the meaning.  For example, in "no way" "who cares" "big deal" "I could care less" or "beats me" and other idioms, most of the meaning of the idiom is conveyed by the specific, idiosyncratic sharply falling intonation contour.  Another example of this idiomatic way of using intonation to convey specific meanings is when people say "thank you very much" with a sharply falling intonation.  When people say this, they are not thanking anyone at all.  Rather, they are saying that I am right and you are wrong.


Idiosyncratic prosodic patterns, particularly those tied to formulaic expressions can become so powerfully meaningful in themselves that "whistled languages" and "drum languages" of many cultures around the world can convey complicated specific meaningful messages merely by imitating the tonal and rhythmical patterns of formulaic expressions, using mouth whistling or drums or other musical instruments to do this.


Thus, prosodic patterns in themselves can convey many different specific meanings and they’re crucial in your understanding of spoken English and in making your English understandable to native speakers.

Therefore, we must emphasize the following principal: Native speakers of English can have considerable difficulty understanding you if your speech does not have the proper rhythms, stresses and intonations!  And if you really want to make sure your speech is understandable to others you must work on proper rhythms, stresses and intonations.

But there's a problem here.  Rhythmic stress and intonation patterns of English are difficult for adults to learn.  That’s because we first learn to use these rhythmic patterns unconsciously at a very early age.  And because of this they are powerful habits that are difficult to break.


That's why in this book I'm presenting a new method for learning these "musical" aspects of English.  I’m presenting a method that seeks to get around these powerful rhythmic habits of our native languages by throwing students into the powerful stream of songs and poems.  And letting them be carried along by the powerful repetitions and formulaic expressions of songs and poems.

Now, the best way to get a sense of what this method is like is to ask yourself how do native speakers learn the rhythmic stresses and intonation patterns of their native languages?


Well, it turns out, they don't learn these things by learning rules and making corrections, the kind of method that might work in grammar instruction.  The secret is that all native speakers of all languages learn these musical aspects of their language unconsciously and holistically at a very early age.  And so it is in English.

There's a lot of evidence that young infants learn these patterns during the first year of life very much before they learn to pronounce or understand meaningful words and phrases.  How is this possible?


Well, without going too much into theory (and this is not a book about theory but a book about practice), briefly, I can say that human infants’ hearing seems to share the very same basic innate features that all mammal hearing shares: an inborn ability to distinguish between quite complicated rhythmic patterns with some exposure to these patterns.  For example, tamarin monkeys can learn to distinguish the rhythmic and

intonation patterns of different human languages just as quickly as human infants do after repeated listenings.  (Hauser et al 2003?)

Learning to distinguish the rhythm/intonation patterns of your native language seems remarkably easy for human infants and other animals just based on unconscious aspects of hearing.  But the very ease and earliness of this pattern learning makes it very hard to unlearn and makes it hard for adults to overcome the influence of native rhythm/intonation patterns on second language learning.

Now, a big part of this problem is how strongly unconscious these patterns remain for us.  Stress, rhythm, and intonation are mostly not expressed at all in our writing system.  We never learn to read and write them.  (Except for a few punctuation signs.)  And they never become part of explicit language instruction in school, as it is for grammar, for example.  So we never study them and become conscious of them.  And since speech disappears as soon as it’s pronounced, we’re never really aware of all the crucial prosodic aspects to which our writing is blind.

Now, the important point for this book is this: Even though we will spend a lot of time in this book analyzing stresses, rhythms, intonations, and learning some rules to apply to spoken sentences, that is not all we will be doing.  And that’s because, though learning rules and learning how to make corrections are important things, in this book the method is practice, practice, practice.  Practice the musical patterns of English speech as much as possible until they become memorized habits.  And the best way that these musical aspects of speech can become memorized habits is if we work with songs, their lyrics, and rhythmical poetry.

In addition to unconsciously memorizing new rhythmic habits, we have to get around and sort of outsmart the old rhythmic habits from our native language that we have (in addition to getting around the conscious monitoring of language that we are always trying to apply to speaking.)

The best way that you can do this is to throw yourself into the multiple patternings and repetitions of songs poems and let yourself be carried away by their rush of repeated strong patterns and the strong emotions of the melodies of the songs.

There are four ways of looking at how to use the power of using songs and poetry in order to build the unconscious habits of English rhythm, stress, and intonation that adult learners need to develop.

The first way is Stephen Krashen’s notion of implicit learning involving the Input hypothesis: he says that in second language acquisition (and actually, in first language acquisition as well) the most important factor is the amount of comprehensible and meaningful input that the hearer hears, reads and understands.  The more comprehensible and meaningful language input that a student hears and reads, the faster and more accurate is her acquisition of the matérial.  

So in using this book, following Krashen’s ideas, we have tried to surround the students in the class with the largest number of different English songs that are made meaningful and comprehensible to the student both as to the meaning of the words and the analysis of the stress, rhythm, and intonation patterns.  We go over the stress, rhythm, and intonation patterns and analyze them, not necessarily to learn abstract rules of rhythm and stress and intonation, but precisely to make the rhythmic factors of the song meaningful and comprehensible to the student.

          Now, in the same way, we go over the meanings of the many phrases and idioms and difficult words in the songs in order to make the songs meaningful and comprehensible.  For according to Krashen’s hypothesis, the more meaningful songs and lyrics and poems that the students hear and read the larger will be the eventual gain in knowledge of the rhythmic patterns of English.


In addition to making the rhythmic structure and the meanings of the songs as comprehensible as possible to the student, another part of Krashen's input hypothesis is that the language input be emotionally and practically important to the student.  Now, it is part of the great power of songs and poems that they can convey a huge amount of emotion and quite a range of different emotions.  These strong emotional connections of songs ensure that the parts and the phrases and the formulas of the songs can be easily remembered and easily accessed whenever the song is recalled.


Michael Swann 2006 has expanded on Krashen’s notions to emphasize the three different kinds of learning we should combine in our classrooms: the extensive, the intensive, and the analytical.  Though I want to surround the students with as extensive an array of different songs, poems, speeches, and conversations (that are meaningful and comprehensible and important to students) as possible, this book emphasizes the intensive method of using many different “musical” patternings working together to make prosodic patterns as unconsciously memorable as possible.


And though we do analyze rhythms, stresses, and intonations, we don’t do too much analysis.  This follows from Alison Wray’s (2001) principle of Needs Only Analysis – never do more analysis in language than is necessary for the job at hand.  For you see, becoming obsessed with analysis tends to make students slow down in their speaking to try to make the correct pronunciation choices.  But that's not what we want.  We don't want slow and “correct” speaking; rather, what we should strive for is having our students speak very quickly with no thinking, throwing adults into the prosodic patterns without thought or analysis.


Many times I’ve asked students to read out loud sentences that are written as “I’m gonna go to the store” and they insist on saying “I am going to go to the store.”  This is mainly the result of too much analysis learning, keeping students from hearing and repeating what’s in front of them.

Another way of unleashing the power of songs and poetry is in Alison Wray’s idea of the vital importance of formulas and formulaic language in the learning and acquisition of language.  As Alison Wray has shown (in Formulaic Language and the Lexicon 2001) -- and I believe this to be true of all language -- all speech is almost entirely the repetition and variation of memorized speech formulas that we call speech units.  All speech and all language is stored, remembered, recalled, and produced in formulaic speech units that communities have hit upon as good solutions to combining multiple patternings and easily accessible meanings under conditions of very fast, real-time listening and speaking.  These formulaic speech units are mostly somewhat flexible and open-slot, allowing for many repetitions.  Idiosyncratic rhythmic, stress and intonation patterns accompany each particular formulaic unit, making it easier to recall and use.

Not only do the lyrics of the songs contain many of the most frequently used and most interesting phrases and idioms of colloquial American speech, but the songs themselves, the many parts from the songs as well as the songs as a whole, can be treated as language formulas, which make the learning of English much easier.  They become 

memorized routines like the alphabet song, or the chant of the months of the year, or well-learned prayers, which can be recalled as a whole, or little parts of which can be accessed.

An important way to improve student's learning of these formulas, both idioms and rhythmic formulas, is to emphasize and make the students practice playing around with and writing out and performing their own variations on these formulas.  It's only when formulas, both idioms and rhythmic formulas, become open-slot items, where variations can be put in and played around with, can we say that people really master these formulas.



Multiple Patternings help people remember songs and poetry


Why is it that songs and poems are so memorable?  How do songs and poems work that make them so easy to remember, recall, and reconstruct, word for word, compared to similar stretches of prose or conversation?  Verbatim, word for word, recall and reproduction is easy for songs and poems we have memorized; once we start we can easily recall and produce many, many lines and stanzas of songs and poems.  We can even remember details of pronunciation that seem remarkable: after forty years I can reproduce the front rounded vowels and nasal vowels of La Marsaillaise (once I start singing it) that I’m unable to produce now in speaking French.  Even though I learned this song many years ago in high school.

In David Rubin’s book Memory in Oral Traditions (1995), he suggests that what makes oral traditions of epic poetry, counting-out rhymes and folk ballads (and many other kinds of songs and poetry) very memorable and easy to reconstruct by people who 

have memorized them are the multiple layers of different kinds of patternings of rhythm, sound, meaning imagery, and emotion, working together.

His idea of multiple layers of patternings, working together, can help explain why songs and rhythmical poetry are so very memorable, precisely because these patternings work together to help us reconstruct these songs and poems.  And in general, as I'm going to stress in the book, to remember something is to be able to reconstruct it.  Remembering the prosody of speech, or the formulas of speech or poems or of songs, or remembering entire poems or songs or counting-out rhymes means pretty much using as many multiple layers of patterning as possible, working together, to reconstruct parts and the whole.


Songs and rhythmical poetry are very easy to remember and reconstruct, because they combine layers upon layers of multiple patterning: patterning of vivid imagery, patterning of meaning, patterning of emotions, patterning of rhythmic gestures and movement, patterning of vocal rhythm, patterning of rhymes, alliteration, and assonance, patterning of melody and tunes, patterning of intonation, repetition of forms, meanings, images, sounds, gestures, emotions, and words and phrases.


Each genre has developed formulas and commonplaces of its own: these are the best ways to combine patterns of meaning and emotion, images, rhythms and sound for certain particular places in the song or poem.


The teacher should try to go over as many of these layers of patterning for each song or poem to help the students remember and be able to reconstruct them.


Each chapter should focus on the particular layer of patterning that's important in the particular songs or poems of that chapter.  Each chapter should also briefly mention 

how the songs or poems in the chapter use the following list of layers of patterning:

1)  Patterning of melody and tune.  In songs the melody of each stanza repeats and help helps people remember and reconstruct the lyrics of that stanza.  In classic American show tunes the melody associated with the stanza changes in the different functional parts of the song.

2)  Patterning of meaning and emotion.  Go over the meanings of idioms and formulaic expressions for the class.

3)  Patterning of rhythm, stress and intonation.

4)  Choral interactions

5)  Patterning of sound repetitions: rhymes, alliteration, assonance.

6)  Patterning of rhythmic gestures and movements.

7)  Repetition of similar formulas and commonplaces.

8)  Repetitions of words and phrases.

9)  Patterns of imagery and emotion.


The purpose of using multiple patternings working together in songs and poetry is to give the students easy access to the rhythms, stresses, intonation, formulas, idioms, and individual vowels and consonants sounds of English as they are exemplified in the songs and poems.  With multiple patterns working together is easy to get hold of a particular kind of material, recall it, and reconstruct it.


In fact, the power of songs and singing to help people easily get a hold of the memory of and access to parts of language that they normally can't get at is shown by the therapeutic use of songs and singing to help people overcome both stuttering and severe aphasia (that is, the almost complete loss of language ability.)  It's a remarkable fact that one of the easiest ways to help people overcome severe stuttering is to have them speak in choruses or sing songs or speak in a singsong way.  In a similar way, people have suffered damage to the language areas of the brain can be helped to recover some of the language ability that they've lost by using songs that they know or by singing their speech.

Why These particular songs?
In this book, I'm going to mainly use children's songs, folk songs, and classic American show tunes, that is, songs written for Tin Pan Alley and Broadway shows and Hollywood musicals.  (The classic American show tunes have become "standards" and are an important part of the tunes that jazz musicians play.)  The reason that children's songs and folk songs are such good materials to work with is that they have been passed from singer to singer, from group to group, over a long period of time and that they have been crafted and polished into having words, phrases, formulas, melodies and rhythms that are the best solutions for positions in the songs.  These songs really work well on all levels and the proof of their success is how long they continue to be sung by different groups.

In the case of classic American show tunes, the lyricists and composers who wrote them had great expertise in using the formulas of colloquial American speech and knew how to repeat and vary these formulas; and the composers of the melodies had a great understanding of the bits and pieces of melody, the formulas of melody, that they could repeat and vary in their songs to make a complete melody that was understandable and very attractive to their listeners.

There is also a practical reason for using the songs that has to do with the ease of understanding the lyrics in the songs.  Children's, folk, and classic American show tunes are frequently performed with just minimal instrumental accompaniment.  Children's and folk songs need either no accompaniment or just a guitar or piano.  Therefore, it's easy to hear the lyrics of the songs very clearly.  The Jazz accompaniments of a lot of show tunes make it easy to understand the lyrics and actually help with figuring out the rhythm of the songs.

In a certain sense, it's the history of what I call classic American show tunes that explains why these particular songs are such a good source of formulas of American colloquial speech.  Most of the composers of these songs were Eastern European Jewish immigrants, such as Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Jerome Kern, Harold Arlen and many others, who combined traditional Jewish folk and religious melodies and songs with the great African-American musical influence on them.  Starting with Irving Berlin these songwriters, composers and lyricists, started including in their songs huge amounts of very colloquial American speech and speech formulas.  For example, Irving Berlin's 

very pretty song "Better Luck Next Time" (which is itself a striking American idiom) concludes with the last line "there ain’t gonna be no next time for me"

Or as another example, consider the song Can't We Be Friends?  It is entirely made up of idiomatic American English expressions and many variations of them.  Such as, "can't we be friends" "this is how the story ends" "the man of my dreams" "he's going to turn me down" "what a fool!"  "what a bust!"  "what a flop!"  And on and on.
Another important point: Songs, because of their musical, emotional, and formulaic nature, are great devices that make it easy for people to have access to parts of language they might have difficulties remembering.

	

	 A Note on the Power of Emotion in Song and How It Helps with Language in Aphasia

As an example of the power of songs in helping people learn and recover language I'd like to quote from a recent article by Oliver Sacks in The New Yorker of October 31, 2005 called "Recalled to Life."  In this article Sacks describes the difficult journey back to some use of language by a woman named Pat who had suffered a stroke that resulted in aphasia, and almost complete lack of language ability.

"By 2002, Pat had become able to use a few spoken words.  This was achieved by the use of familiar songs like "Happy Birthday" or "A Bicycle Built for Two," which she would sing along with Connie Tomaino, Beth Abraham's music therapist.  She was able to get the feeling of the music, and some of the words.  For a few minutes afterwards, this would "release" her voice, and give her the ability to say some of the words, in a singsong fashion.  She started out carrying a tape recorder with a cassette of familiar songs, so she could get her language powers working.  She demonstrated this with "Oh!  What a Beautiful Morning," followed by a melodious "Good morning, Dr. Sacks," with a heavy rhythmic emphasis on "morning."

Music therapy is invaluable for some patients with expressive aphasia, who, finding they can sing the words to a song, are reassured that language is not wholly lost, that they still have access to words somewhere inside them.  The question is then whether the language capacities embedded in song can be removed from their musical context and used for communication.  This is sometimes possible to a limited extent, by reembedding words in a sort of improvised singsong."

When Dr Sacks writes that Pat, the patient, got the “feeling” of the song, he undoubtedly means that she got some of the emotion of the song, the emotion carried by that song.  Songs are natural carriers and storehouses of emotion -- their multiple redundancy makes this possible.  ("Multiple redundancy" means all the repetitions of rhythm and rhyme and sound similarities and repeated words and phrases that occur in a song.)

Aphasic patients (who sometimes seem to lack language completely) frequently do have access to language-- to a surprising extent -- when they use swear words or when they say prayers or when using other naturally emotional forms of language.

So in this book I will emphasize using emotional songs and using the emotion carried by the songs to help students have access to language that might not be easily available to the student.

Singsong speaking, (that is chanting) is a clever way to expand the access to language, made possible by the emotions of songs, to more normal conversational uses of speech.  Sing new bits of language; then chant these new bits; and then finally, use them spontaneously in spoken language.  The power to make this progression comes from the emotion carried by and in the song.

What's remarkable in this quote is that the emotional power of music certainly helps someone in using language to which one has difficult access, and also it suggests that chanting, a kind of singsong speaking, is a good way to use the powerful access to language that singing gives us in everyday speaking situations.


