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Language Learning
with Pop Music

When I was in college, I had a really
eccentric Japanese teacher. He was a
former kabuki dancer from Tokyo, and he
was very into using music in the
classroom. He would sometimes bring his
guitar and make us sing songs like
“Tsubasa o Kudasai” to practice the
rhythm of Japanese. At the time, I
thought they were nice diversions from
the difficulties of grammar and kanji, but
that was all.

Then he made us memorize J-Pop songs,
and perform them solo in front of the
class. I was really nervous singing alone.
My singing voice is horrible, and I had to
memorize the whole song in Japanese.
On a classmate’s recommendation, I chose
by Zone, and
I found a
transliteration of the lyrics, and practiced
singing along. I looked up all the words I

didn’t know—and there were many! I

the song “Secret Base”
listened to it several times.
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must have sung it 100 times to prepare for
that class.

Finall_y came the moment of truth:
performing for my classmates! We had
class outside that clay, and I had to stand
on a picnic table while my teacher played
the tune on his guitar.
nervous, but it was fun, and no one
seemed to care about my voice. As in
karaoke, attitude is everything. My
teacher was proud I could memorize it all

I was super

—even if he was a little unhappy that
Zone's female singers use the word boku.

From then on, I've spent a lot of time
listening and singing along to J-Pop. 1
still usual]y don’t understand a lot of the
lyrics, though I can pick out more and
more phrases. Listening to countless love
songs made remembering the meanings of
hohoemi, kuchibiru, and daki shimete
much easier. I think the rhythm and
pronunciation of my Japanese is better
for it..and 1 am definitely a more
confident speaker as a result.
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Jennifer

That’s why I think foreign language
learners should definitely listen to music
they like in that language and learn their
favorite songs. If you just choose one song
you really like, find its lyrics, and take the
time to memorize and absorb it, it will
help your speaking—and listening—in
numerous intangible ways. Be careful
about which songs you pick. For example,
one that’s too fast can put too much
pressure on yourself. Also be mindful of
the image and appea] of the singer. If the
singer is an East-coast rapper, then they
may be using language you probably
shouldn’t be using. Likewise, only pick
Justin Beiber songs if you want to sound

like a 15-year old boy.

All told, practicing singing pop songs in a
foreign language can be great for learning
that language, and at the very least, you
will be able to impress your friends the
next time you go to karaoke!
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