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Abstract: With the current demands that under the China’s new policy “double reduction”, Chinese scholars are seeking for the efficient 

teaching methods in order to ensure that the reduction of after-class homework and tutoring will not lower the educational performance. 

It must be admitted that songs, once we listened or learned, is not easy to forget, especially for children, who really enjoy doing rhythmic 

activities (Phillips, 1993). By emphasizing the immanent and positive power that songs and rhymes has in the teaching of English as a 

foreign language for children, the purpose of this paper is to share the important role of the usage of them in foreign language teaching 

classroom. It is useful for rethinking why and how songs and rhymes can be used as a tool for young learners in learning English and 

provides them a more enjoyable learning environment. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Teaching languages, especially the additional languages to 

children, has become a worldwide phenomenon. The term 

“additional languages” usually refers to foreign languages, 

minority languages and heritage languages (Bland, 2015). 

Among these languages across a range of contexts, the 

priority option to be introduced at an early age is English, 

which has been included in the primary curriculum in many 

countries (Phillips, 1993). As an international franca, more 

and more children are required to learn English at an early age 

(Pinter, 2006). This essay is divided into three main parts and 

going to discuss how to teach young learners English based on 

the lesson plan as followed. It begins with an understanding of 

some theoretical concepts and language backgrounds. The 

following part covers the description of the whole lesson plan 

with some explanation about certain procedures, and the last 

one expresses the rationale to explain why the language 

outcomes and approaches have been chosen through the 

teaching process.  

 

2. Young Learners’ Policy and Context 

 

Primary education is different across a range of contexts and 

varies considerably from country to country (Ellis, 2014). In 

some contexts, young learners will have an early start to 

English language learning in their primary schools, while 

others may start even before they have school life (Printer, 

2006). In the meantime, there are many interpretations of this 

term “young learners”. Legally, it applies to any child under 

the age of 18, while some believe young learners refer to those 

age groups only from 5 to 7 (Ellis, 2014). This is because the 

age range of those learners may be different in terms of other 

conditions, such as their physical, social, emotional and 

psychological development. In this case, it may be confused 

and unhelpful to use one term to represent the age groups 

within diverse contexts. In order to encompass most language 

contexts of English learning, language study should choose 

one of these groups to have in-depth look about a relative 

issue (Copland and Garton, 2014), and this essay will focus on  

the children roughly from 5 years of ages up to circa 12 years  

 

 

old with elementary language proficiency. 

  

The expansion of international communication has led to the 

popularity of introducing children to new languages 

(Cunningham and Andersson, 1999). Based on Printer’s 

(2006) theory, language learning gives children opportunities 

to widen their horizons and to satisfy their curiosity about 

languages. 

 

When considering learning a foreign language, children have 

a chance to be exposed to other cultures and become aware of 

countries’ diversity in different languages, and, given that, the 

early foreign language teaching and learning has been highly 

recommended into elementary schools (Crichton, 2011). 

Among all of the languages, English has been generally 

recognized as the major and official language and has the 

largest population of learners (Baratta, 2019). In this case, 

with the recognition of the benefits of English learning, 

English has become a part of school subjects like math and 

science that require students to learn in many countries 

(Printer, 2006).  

 

Apart from the language setting of various contexts, political 

influences should be taken into account (Printer, 2017). As 

one of the key themes in language learning, language 

education policy has penetrated deeply into children’s 

curriculum with significant effects in teaching practices 

(Copland and Garton, 2014). Since English language teaching 

stands a significant position in many countries, many 

governments have established appropriate policies to align 

English language learning with their distinctive educational 

frameworks (McCarty and May, 2017). Take China as an 

example, English has been taught as a compulsory course 

since primary school that all of the primary children are 

required to learn English as their second language at an early 

age (Jiang, 2014). Moreover, the government continually 

formulates and revises a series of policies to address the 

shortage of primary education curriculum (King and Bernardo, 

2016). In doing so, a mutual understanding of English 

language teaching has been raised and China has been active 

in primary language educational research (Chang, 2012). 
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3. Description of the Lesson Plan 
 

The lesson plan is designed to teach vocabulary and grammar 

in an English lesson classroom. It consists of 15 Chinese 

students who are in the first year of formal schooling at the 

age of five or six and learning English as their second 

language. The lesson lasts for 45 minutes with the topic of 

rainbow colors and includes four learning sections. The 

objective of the lesson is mainly to enhance students’ 

vocabulary about the topic, as well as some elementary 

English grammar and use the structure to produce simple 

sentences. Those students’ English language proficiency is in 

the initial stage and before this lesson, they have already 

learned some basic vocabulary about fruits, vegetables, and 

animals in previous classes, such as apple, carrot, fish, etc. In 

terms of the teaching approaches, songs and rhymes approach 

is mainly used in order to achieve the specific learning 

outcomes. Students are expected to sing the rainbow song and 

able to recognize and spell the words within the song. By the 

end of the lesson, they can be able to understand and know 

how to use the sentence patterns: ‘what do you see’ and ‘I 

see… and it is …’ with the help of the rhyme. 

 

The first five minutes and the last ten minutes of the class are 

given to the revision. Children are asked to recall the words 

they had learned in the previous class and revisit what they 

have learned through this lesson. This is because the recycling 

approach can be a good opportunity to explore the language 

items dynamically (Printer, 2017). In doing so, children may 

revise other language use through the process. What is more, 

unlike first language learning, foreign language learners may 

not have continual exposure to the target language and an 

opportunity to immerse themselves in the context (Cameron, 

2001). Therefore, it is the teacher’s responsibility to provide 

them a context-related learning environment as much as 

possible and lead them to consolidate their knowledge in class. 

In the main part of the lesson, the song will be played several 

times with original or lower speed, and the subtitles will be 

displayed each time. Considering those young learners’ 

primary-level language ability of English, the difficulty of the 

material should be lowered to give them enough time to 

interact in the first place. If they have well performance, some 

changes can be made to further improve their language 

competence (Phillips, 1993). These settings can make the 

forms and meanings of the vocabularies clearer and 

strengthen children’s impression about those words. 

 

4. The Rationale for the Learning Outcomes 

and Approaches 
 

This section is going to illustrate certain lesson items based on 

children’s cognitive features and classroom language issues, 

as well as the reason why the learning outcomes and 

approaches are chosen in the proposed lesson plan. Also, both 

strengths and limitations of the approaches will be considered 

in terms of underlying theoretical principles. 

 

4.1 Cognitive Development 

 

Young children are not only having physical changes of 

growing up but also growing mentally (Hickmann, 2001). In 

the meantime, these mental changes will influence how they 

can understand and acquire knowledge in different learning 

stages. In the language learning context, it is widely believed 

that language and cognition are related to each other in child 

development. To be more specific, children’s cognitive 

behaviors will affect how they learn the language at an early 

age (Goswami, 2008).  

 

One of the forms of learning is imitation that children will 

imitate bodily motions like gestures consciously after 

watching what adults produce. When it comes to language 

acquisition, young learners usually begin with imitating the 

pronunciation of the words in order to be familiar with them 

(Goswami, 2008). That is why the students in the lesson plan 

are asked to follow the rhyme to sing and dance, and after that, 

the teacher will read them out and require students to follow to 

speak. With the demonstration from both teacher and song, 

learners may be aware of what is the right pronunciation of the 

words. What is more, the analogy is also a learning strategy 

that children will use in the learning process (Goswami, 2008). 

By providing examples of the phrases, learners will notice the 

similarities because of their cognitive ability and use them to 

make sentences. With the relevant activities like making 

sentences with words by using the structures ‘what do you 

see?’ ‘I see … and it is …’, children’s performance can be 

assessed immediately during the activity, which will 

strengthen their learning to some extent. 

 

4.2 Classroom Languages 

 

When teaching languages to young learners, teachers are 

often not sure about whether or not to bring their mother 

tongue in the target language classroom (Phillips, 1993). In 

the context of learning English as a foreign language (EFL), 

many policies insist on ‘target language only’ that the whole 

lesson should be conducted in English, in which learners are 

asked only to use English to communicate with both teachers 

and peers (Cook, 2011). It has been argued by Carmeron 

(2001) that it may be difficult for L2 young learners to have an 

English-only class since they are too young to fully 

understand the meaning all the time. It is reasonable that 

English should be used as much as possible when they are in 

class because learners may have less chance to hear and use it 

outside the classroom (Crichton, 2011). With an adequate use 

of L2, learners can get valuable exposure to the target 

language and it may be easy for them to immerse themselves 

into the language atmosphere and to acquire this language 

(Cook, 2011). However, the discouragement of L1 use in the 

EFL classroom may not be a good idea to be utilized in 

teaching, since L1 plays an integral role in L2 learning, 

especially in some collaborative activities (Cameron, 2001). 

For example, when children are not skillful in planning their 

talk in English, they prefer to ask their classmates for meaning 

in their mother tongue. In this case, it may be appropriate to 

involve L1 in the process. 

 

After deciding on the use of L1, attention has been paid on to 

what extent the use of L1 is appropriate in the young learners’ 

classroom. According to Bland (2015), the use of the mother 

tongue should be related to the educational aims of the lesson. 

If the lesson objective is to teach learners grammar and 

vocabulary, the teaching process may be more effective with 

the explanation in their mother tongue (Cook, 2011). For 

young learners, some grammatical concepts and meanings can 
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not be understood without the interpretation of L1 (Crichton, 

2011). Therefore, the teacher needs to make a professional 

judgment about how much should L1 be engaged in with the 

consideration of learners’ approximate level of abilities and 

teaching purpose. Take it back to the lesson plan, these are the 

reasons why the use of L1 has been emphasized. Concerning 

those learners’ primary level of English learning, the teacher 

will give a partial Chinese instruction in order to provide them 

a clear guideline on what are activity procedures asked for.  

 

4.3 Learning Items: Vocabulary and Grammar 

 

Moving on to the learning items, this lesson is designed to 

mainly teach vocabulary to young learners. At the primary 

level of learning a foreign language, building up vocabulary 

and phrases is a crucial step that should be taken into 

consideration before acquiring other language skills 

(Cameron, 2001). When teaching English to young learners, 

almost all of the classes will begin with introducing the 

topic-related vocabulary in the context. However, vocabulary 

learning is tied to grammatical information that the use of 

words will eventually go back to the grammatical structures 

(Printer, 2017). With the interaction between vocabulary and 

grammar, these two items should normally be learned in a 

holistic way (Printer, 2017), which is the reason why the 

simple grammatical structures will be mentioned in the lesson 

plan as well. Cameron (2011) points out that words in basic 

levels are more appropriate to be taught for younger children 

with the consideration of their language proficiency. For early 

childhood teachers, it may be more effective to teach learners 

with a bit less difficulty level at first. As long as they can 

adapt to the difficulty of context and teaching speed, the 

teachers can add more information and activities for children 

to learn. 

 

On the other hand, vocabulary development is a cyclical 

process that not only about the number of words they learn, 

but also associate with extending and deepening knowledge of 

what they know about words and the use of words (Coyle and 

Gómez, 2014). Moreover, interest is the prior motivation of 

learning so that teachers should be highly skilled to reach into 

children’s world and choose the topic and approach they may 

like or familiar with (Cameron, 2001). In this respect, 

recognizing color-related words is chose as the learning 

outcomes in this lesson since it is a popular topic in early 

childhood education (Anselmo, 1985). 

 

As mentioned before, the primary focus of the lesson is on 

vocabulary while grammar learning is on the subordinate 

position. Nevertheless, grammar still has a place in language 

learning due to its inter-connected relation with vocabulary 

(Cameron, 2001). Phillips (1993) presents that grammar is 

something much more than the rules in grammar books. In 

fact, it is an available language resource to teach learners to 

use English conventionally (Printer, 2017). Without the 

grammatical structure, learners cannot express their meaning 

precisely since vocabulary needs to be linked with the help of 

it (Cameron, 2001). However, some people believe that 

children should be excluded from grammar instruction. This 

may because grammar-centered language teaching class may 

be too difficult and boring for young learners in terms of their 

competence in English (Cameron, 2001). Indeed, formal 

grammar instruction seems not interesting enough to attract 

L2 young learners all the time (Barra, 2013). Even if children 

have huge learning potential that they can do more than we 

think they can in the early learning stage, it may not be 

appropriate to teach grammar explicitly as formal in young 

learner classrooms. As a result, the lesson plan includes an 

integrated part that children will be taught both vocabulary 

and grammar structure. Thus in order to have a sufficient 

learning experience and achieve learning outcomes, the 

structure will be repeated over and over again by using a 

variety of words. 

 

4.4 Learning Approaches: Songs and Rhymes 

 

In relation to the learning approaches, song-based activities 

are highly used throughout the whole lesson. The topic of this 

English class is about rainbow colors and the teacher will use 

a rainbow song on YouTube to teach the words and word uses 

within the lyrics. The reason why I choose this method is 

regarding its positive effects on language teaching.  

 

First of all, teaching English through a song can direct young 

learners’ energy towards language learning (Bland, 2015). 

Due to the restriction of input environment in most formal 

English classroom settings, it may be difficult for young 

learners to invoke their implicit learning mechanisms in order 

to develop their productive vocabulary ability (Coyle and 

Gómez, 2014). Specifically, young learners should be 

exposed to a foreign language environment as long as possible 

to acquire L2 vocabulary. If not, children’s attention and 

understanding of the new vocabulary will be influenced, 

which will lead to the limited production of vocabulary 

(Bland, 2015). According to Natalia (2017), songs can be used 

to combine different elements of language learning together 

because the vocabulary is contextualized in it. When learners 

listen to an English song, both pronunciation, grammar and 

vocabulary can be improved at the same time. Therefore, the 

issue of limited exposure to L2 input can be alleviated. 

 

Another advantage associated with songs is that it can be used 

as a memory aid since its lyrics are easy to understand and the 

rhythm is memorable (Bland, 2015). According to Phillips 

(1993) who emphasizes that rather than learning by rote, 

children may find it easier to learn English through singing an 

English song since it can absorb their attention and keep 

children interested in listening. More particularly, learners’ 

retention of new vocabulary will be facilitated when listening 

and doing actions are taking place at the same time (Phillips, 

1993). This is because the physical movements like gesture 

will stimulate the responses of children, as well as reinforce 

their memory of this knowledge (Coyle and Gómez, 2014). 

As a resource in foreign language classrooms, the use of songs 

and rhythm provides students an opportunity to link home 

with their school life because they may transfer it into 

everyday situations like singing the songs to their parents 

when they go back home (Natalia, 2017). In this way, the 

English language will be learned and used not only in class 

but also be continued outside of the classroom.  

 

Furthermore, the use of music and more specifically songs 

have the function to create a non-threatening classroom 

climate which can evoke learners’ positive emotions to learn a 

language (Natalia, 2017). It matters because emotions will 

influence learners’ attitudes of learning that anxious or 
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stressful learners may face some difficulties in the language 

classroom (Diakou, 2013). Thus, language teachers must 

choose appropriate approaches in order to arouse learners’ 

positive emotions. Although children have an innate ability to 

acquire a language, they may not keep high enthusiasm to 

learn in the class unless they find the lesson exciting and 

interesting (Ara, 2010). In fact, due to their bubbly 

personality, it may be difficult for learners especially for those 

young learners to be highly concentrated all the time in the 

vocabulary and grammar classroom (Diakou, 2013). While 

music is an advantage at this point that can reduce learners’ 

anxiety and enhance motivation, the use of songs and rhythms 

as a language learning approach has been widely 

recommended in the primary language classroom (Coyle and 

Gómez, 2014). In conclusion, with these important benefits in 

the teaching-learning of a foreign language, the use of songs 

and rhythm seems effective and reasonable in the EFL 

classroom to some extent.  

 

4.5 Limitations of Using Songs 

 

Despite these acknowledged advantages, this approach may 

also have negative impacts on children’s language learning 

and the teacher should take steps to prevent it. Millington 

(2011) mentioned an issue of selecting songs and choosing 

activities in EFL classes. In the case of teaching English to 

young learners, children’s interest in the language class can 

soon fade if the same song will be used on several occasions 

too often. Moreover, English speaking teachers, especially for 

those non-native speakers, may have some problems in 

teaching the stress and timing of songs. As a result, they will 

choose the song they feel comfortable with rather than the one 

that is the most appropriate for pupils (Diakou, 2013). 

Therefore, the teacher should choose a suitable song base on 

learners’ needs and a good repertoire of songs after thinking 

about their interests. 

 

A further difficulty is that the language items in the song may 

be quite different from that in the real situation (Diakou, 

2013). To clarify, the vocabulary and sentence structure in the 

songs may be used differently or have another meaning when 

they are used in spoken English (Millington, 2011). In this 

case, the teacher should consider the purpose of the song and 

check its content to ensure whether the teaching items are 

following a regular pattern and can be used correctly in 

conversation (Richards, 1969). 

 

Regarding the limitation, the use of songs may also distract 

learners through the learning process (Diakou, 2013). When it 

comes to language teaching, more particularly in teaching 

young learners who are easily excited and distracted by other 

factors, the song-based approach may not be a good choice for 

learning the language, especially in the situation that the song 

can not fit in the context to achieve the learning outcomes 

(Šišková, 2008). With all these concerns of using songs in the 

language classroom, the EFL teacher should take care in 

selecting an appropriate and suitable song to teach. 

 

4.6 The Effect of Learners’ Age 

 

When considering teaching English to young learners, the 

argument of the connection between age and learning ability 

has been mentioned in many researches (Bland, 2015). As 

Pinter (2017) illustrated, some people believe younger 

learners have more advantages over older children in learning 

a foreign language. This may because the learners at the age of 

3 to 8 acquire language knowledge, such as grammatical 

structures with naturally or even unconsciously thinking 

about them, which comes from the rich input rather than 

explicit purpose. Given that, the earlier they start to learn the 

language the more they may be exposed to the language. In 

other words, if learners learn English in the first grade instead 

of the third year at primary school, the time they can spend on 

language learning will increase and better outcomes may be 

achieved in the end as well (Rixon, 2013). However, apart 

from the actual hours dedicated to English learning, the 

strategy that the learner applies is much more important in 

learning a new language (Bland, 2015). In many contexts, 

older learners rely on a more conceptual world and use more 

efficient strategies to acquire languages, more particularly, 

they have a clearer sense of what and why they are learning a 

new language (Printer, 2017). As such, learners of different 

age groups have diverse individual feature and there is no 

need to determine which group is better than the other as long 

as the teaching approaches are appropriate (Rixon, 2013). 

 

4.7 Possible Solution 

 

Concerning the limitations of using songs in the EFL 

classroom and issues relates to learners’ age, there should 

have something that the teacher can do to minimize these 

impacts. Generally speaking, it seems impossible for teachers 

to take every student’s needs and characteristics into 

consideration (Printer, 2017). Instead, the teacher should at 

least consider the characteristics of the average learners from 

a wide range of aspects (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990). Firstly, 

EFL teachers need to acquire the same fair attitudes to teach 

children. Although each teacher has their own personalities 

when they teach children, they should respect and treat pupils 

equally through the learning process because children are 

sensitive about this issue (Diakou, 2013). 

 

Moreover, songs should be selected carefully and well 

structured when making the lesson plan (Diakou, 2013). Scott 

and Ytreberg (1990) believed that young learners have a short 

concentration span so that they may be easily distracted. If the 

chosen song does not adapt to the language classroom and 

contains too much over-complex grammatical structures or 

difficult vocabulary, children may lose their interest in 

learning the language and be demotivated through the process 

(Cameron, 2001). Besides, teachers should pay attention to 

feedback from the learners’ perspectives after finishing the 

class (Diakou, 2013). Comparing with adults, children see the 

world differently and may not always understand what the 

teacher is talking about. In this case, the teacher may 

misinterpret what children want to learn and whether they 

achieve the outcomes as expected (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990). 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

To sum up, the teaching of English to young learners is a 

worldwide phenomenon that will be influenced by a range of 

factors (Scott and Ytreberg, 1990). Before having a language 

class, the teacher should come up with the learning outcomes 

and find a suitable approach to deal with them. As a valuable 

teaching tool in language learning, the use of songs and 
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rhythm may be a good choice to teach vocabulary and 

grammatical patterns to learners (Maley, 2017). One reason is 

that positive emotions can be created during the learning 

process, which may motivate children and reinforce their 

learning (Diakou, 2013). Although there are some issues and 

doubts about this learning approach need to be considered, it 

is still a powerful aid for learning English in most of the 

contexts (Millington, 2011). 
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Appendix 1  

LESSON PLAN FOR THE TLYL ASSIGNMENT 
 

Stages of the lesson 

Time Teacher activity Students activity Materials used 

 Revision 

5 

mins 

Reminds students about the words they have learned from 

previous lessons: faults, animals, and vegetables 

Follow the teacher to recall the words 

 

Try to remember and spell them out  

Power Point file 

 Warming up 

2 

mins 

Introduce the topic of this lesson Understand the theme of the lesson Power Point file 

 

 Activity 1 

 

5 

Plays the video song with subtitles once Listen to the song and then pick up the word Word cards 
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mins  

Provide word cards and ask students to locate the words 

they’ve heard (some of them are not presented in the song but 

all relate to the colors, animals and fruits 

cards  

 

Video song:  

Rainbow Colors Song on YouTube 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=SLZcWGQQsmg&feature=you

tu.be 

 Activity 2 

 
15 

mins 

Present the new words and sentences 

 

Provides students translation and explanation in Chinese 

(mother tongue) 

Repeat after the teacher to learn the 

vocabularies and phrases 

 

Know the meaning of words 

Power Point file 

 

 Activity 3 

 

13 
mins 

Plays the song a second time with subtitle and x 0.75 speed 

(lower than the original one) 

 

Get students to clap the rhythm and the tune 

to the music 

 

Join in with the actions and sing along with 

the music 

Video song  

 

 Review 

 
5 

mins 

Plays the song with subtitle and original speed again 

 

Provide a list of sentences with blank and ask students to fill in 

with the noun we have learned today  

Listen to the song and fill in the blank Video songs 

 

Sentence lists 

 

 

42

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLZcWGQQsmg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLZcWGQQsmg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLZcWGQQsmg&feature=youtu.be

