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How can composing and recording original songs develop and enhance 
boys' engagement and achievement in French? 
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Abstract 
This action research project explored the effects of an assignment requiring students to 

compose and record original French-language songs on the engagement and achievement 

of a group of 8th-grade boys, early in their second year of formal language instruction at 

Chestnut Hill Academy in Philadelphia. The class devoted two weeks to writing lyrics, 

setting them to music, practicing pronunciation, and recording the songs, in an effort to 

improve the students' pronunciation and confidence in their speaking skills as well as to 

provide an opportunity for engagement in a creative pursuit in the target language. The 

students reported some perceived improvement in their communicative skills and great 

enthusiasm for the chance to express themselves in French, with minimal restrictions as 

to content or structure. The results of this project suggest that creative endeavors, even 

given the linguistic limitations of novice learners, can carry significant benefits in the 

development of boys' language proficiency and, especially, in their active engagement 

and enthusiasm for language study. 

 

Introduction 

 
Like many other language teachers in both coeducational and boys' schools, I am 

concerned by enrollment trends that show boys opting out of language study in greater 

numbers and at younger ages than their female counterparts. Researchers have sought to 

identify the causes of declining foreign language enrollment among boys, whether in 

general (Carr, 2003) or more specifically in French (Kissau & Wierzalis, 2008). Among 

the factors cited in these studies, the boys interviewed indicated that they "don't like to 

talk - especially about the kind of things usually talked about in language classrooms 

(seen as appropriate girls' topics: families, clothes, food, pets)" (Carr, 2003) and are "less 

interested in learning about French culture because such interest is seen as a female 
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concern" (Kissau & Wierzalis, p. 409). At the same time, boys have reported that their 

engagement in language study suffers due to "a perceived lack of 'reality' and authenticity 

of experience," as well as "a sense of frustration that comes from reverting to 'linguistic 

infancy': not being able to express complex ideas or even simple messages; not being 

able to 'be' who they are, but only a simplified version of that" (Carr, 2003). Taken 

together, these comments indicate that although boys may not be eager to learn some of 

the topics and study skills commonly taught in foreign language classes, they may be 

more open to using the language as a means to express their own ideas and personality. 

 

In addition to these concerns about the topics addressed in the language classroom and 

the authenticity of students' experiences communicating in the classroom, I wished to 

address an imbalance that I perceived in my students' development of the four 

communicative skills. In my experience as both a teacher and a student, I have found that 

many novice-level learners feel relatively confident in reading and writing short texts in 

French, given the possibility of taking their time and revising their work. Listening 

comprehension and speaking, on the other hand, are frequently a source of anxiety for 

beginning language learners, due to the transience of the opportunity to communicate 

clearly. Specifically, adolescent boys' anxiety about accurate pronunciation ("I have a bad 

accent," as more than one student in this second-year class told me during the first week 

of school) and their reluctance to make mistakes in front of their peers can prevent them 

from practicing conversation skills with ease, even in a controlled environment (in small 

groups, with printed questions or vocabulary lists for reference, etc.). Drawing upon my 

own love of music and the enthusiasm with which my more advanced students have 

approached the study of popular songs by French-speaking artists, I decided to explore 

opportunities to make singing and rapping a significant part of the oral skills practice for 

my 8th-grade class.  

 

In this action research project, I propose to respond to these concerns by giving my 

students the opportunity to write and record original songs on a topic of their choosing. 

The intersection of music and language education has been the subject of numerous 

studies, but the emphasis has been on students as listeners and occasionally as performers 
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of songs composed by others, rather than as creators of their own lyrics. Common 

applications include listening to songs for comprehension practice and exposure to 

authentic, contemporary language and cultural materials (Murray, 2005; Kramer, 2001; 

Abrate, 1982) and teaching students to sing simple tunes in order to practice pronouncing 

the sounds of the target language and/or to memorize vocabulary (Fonseca, 2000; 

Graham, 1992). Fonseca emphasizes that a "melodic approach to language teaching" 

utilizes the common features of music and language, "such as pitch, volume, prominence, 

stress, tone, rhythm, and pauses" (p. 146-147). Both Fonseca and Graham, discussing 

beginning-level ESL students, advocate teaching folk songs or popular music with simple 

vocabulary and suggest that teachers write lyrics using targeted vocabulary and setting 

them to recognizable tunes. I am familiar with teachers who have given assignments 

closely related to my project (albeit with more advanced students); however, I have been 

unable to find published scholarship with a direct focus on the effect of creating original 

music or lyrics in a foreign language on the learner's communicative skills or enthusiasm 

for language study. 

 

I entered into this action research project with the hope that the process of composing and 

recording an original song in French would help to enhance both my students' 

engagement in the study of French and their achievement in developing stronger speaking 

skills. In order to enhance the boys' engagement, my intent in designing the project was 

to encourage students to focus on expressing their creativity, using the language as a 

means rather than an end. I wanted the project to be fun and to allow each student the 

freedom to choose the topic and musical genre that he found most appealing. My hope 

was that students would look back upon this experience not as another French project, but 

as a creative endeavor that happened to be in French. I also wished, of course, for the 

songwriting project to have a lasting impact on the boys' achievement as they develop 

greater proficiency in spoken French. While I would tend to focus on students' ability to 

converse in the language using appropriate vocabulary and sentence structures, I 

recognized that developing accurate pronunciation was a greater priority (and potential 

confidence booster) for many students. For that reason, too, I felt that writing and 

recording their own songs could be beneficial to the boys' progress. Having written a 
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short text to set to music, the boys would, I hoped, feel particularly motivated to perfect 

their pronunciation of that text, and the successful completion of the project would lend 

them a sense of accomplishment in that area. My expectation was that greater confidence 

in their pronunciation would make these students more likely to participate actively in 

class, giving them the opportunity to develop stronger proficiency in conversation skills 

over the long term.  

 

The research sample for this project was an eighth-grade French class at Chestnut Hill 

Academy, an independent, college preparatory school for boys in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. Ten boys were enrolled in the class; due to illness, however, one boy was 

absent for the duration of the project, so the final research sample included nine boys. 

The students in this class began the formal study of French last year, although a few had 

additional, limited exposure to the language through interactions with family members or 

through short-term travel prior to enrolling in the beginning French course in seventh 

grade. The class met for 40 minutes, six out of every seven school days. 

 

An action research approach to this project appealed to me because of the qualitative 

nature of action research inquiries (Stringer, 2007). Although my interest in pursuing 

research arose from broad questions about enrollment trends that are outside the power of 

any individual teacher to control, action research provided a framework within which I 

could implement a specific change in my practice and gather feedback from the boys in 

my classroom in order to further improve their experience of language study. This 

emphasis on "tak[ing] account of the experience and understanding of those who are 

centrally involved in the issue explored -- the stakeholders" (p. 20) afforded me the 

opportunity to hear frank accounts of the subjective experiences of my students and to 

address their needs directly. 

 

Research Method 

 
The action that I implemented consisted of a self-contained, two-week unit in November, 

during which time all class activities and homework assignments related to the 
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songwriting project. Each student was required to write his own lyrics and record his own 

vocals, but the boys were encouraged to help each other by sharing resources (beats and 

sound effects) and/or playing instruments on each other's recordings, if desired.  

 

As my primary goal in implementing this study was to determine the extent to which 

writing and recording an original song could enhance my students' confidence and 

perception of their own speaking skills, the most significant data I collected was from 

surveys taken during class time before and after the project. Students identified 

themselves on the surveys with numbers rather than names, so that their responses to the 

two surveys could be compared while remaining anonymous. I also noted my own 

observations of students' progress throughout the course of the project, aided by video 

recordings taken of students at work in the classroom (while writing lyrics) and in the 

computer lab (setting their lyrics to music) and audio recordings of my one-on-one 

interactions with students as they practiced pronouncing the lyrics they had written. 

 

Prior to assigning the songwriting project, I asked the students to complete a brief survey 

in which they rated their level of confidence in their ability to speak and write in French 

and to understand written and spoken French. As part of the survey, they also answered 

short-response questions about their long-term goals in studying French and about which 

of the four communicative skills they felt they needed to focus on this year. This survey 

provided information about the students' motivation to acquire proficiency in French and 

their self-assessment of their skills. 

 

Upon assigning the project, I worked with the boys to make a list of the vocabulary 

themes and grammatical structures they had learned both last year and this fall, so that 

they could visualize the range of topics they might be able to address. However, no 

specific words or structures were required; each student was free to write about any topic 

he wished. The students were told at the outset of the project that they would be graded 

according to four criteria: 1) the writing process (conscientious use of class time and 

adherence to deadlines); 2) lyrics (accurate use of vocabulary and grammatical structures 

appropriate to the topic); 3) pronunciation (accuracy and enunciation); and 4) 
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music/presentation (a final product that is engaging and reflects considerable effort). 

They were also given a calendar indicating benchmarks and tasks to be accomplished for 

homework or by the end of certain class periods. 

 

The homework assignments and class activities led students through the process of 

writing a song. The first homework assignment required them to identify a possible topic 

and draw up a list of key words or expressions related to it, as well as other words they 

knew that rhymed with their key words. During the following class period, I taught the 

class how to use a rhyming dictionary and reviewed the use of the French-English 

dictionary, and I asked each student to show me the progress he had made so far. By the 

end of that week, students were expected to have a working draft of the lyrics to their 

song. During the second week, the class met in a school computer lab, where the students 

used the Garage Band software program to create background music. Again, I met 

individually with each student during the class period, this time to practice the 

pronunciation of their completed lyrics, after which they were free to record their voices 

and put the finishing touches on their songs. 

  

After students had recorded their songs and listened to each other's work in class, they 

completed a second survey asking them to rate their skills again according to the same 

scale. This time, the short-response questions dealt with the aspects of the project that the 

students liked or disliked, as well as its impact on their confidence in class activities. 

 

 

Results 
 

Given the small sample size (nine students) and the difficulty of quantifying learners' 

engagement or the impact of one project on their level of proficiency in a communicative 

skill, my research approach was primarily qualitative. The students' free responses to 

survey questions provided the most valuable data, followed by my observations of the 

students as they worked on this assignment. I did, however, ask students to rate their 
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confidence in the four communicative skills both before and after taking part in the 

project, which provided some quantitative data as well. 

 

From a quantitative standpoint, it is difficult to draw any conclusion about the efficacy of 

this project in improving my students' confidence or sense of accomplishment. Both 

before and after the project, students responded on a five-point scale (1 = "strongly 

disagree"; 5 = "strongly agree") to the statements, "I feel confident in my ability to write 

in French," "I feel confident in my ability to read in French," "I feel confident in my 

ability to speak French," and "I feel confident in my ability to understand spoken 

French." In comparing each student's pre- and post-project surveys, given in early 

October and in December, I found that no students felt that their skills declined over that 

period of time. Of the nine boys in the class, confidence in reading and listening both 

improved for five boys, while confidence in writing and speaking increased for four. I do 

not believe that this perceived improvement is attributable solely, or even primarily, to 

the songwriting project, as it surely reflects as well on the two months of instruction and 

other class activities that took place between the two surveys. 

 

As I predicted, the qualitative data has been more helpful in evaluating the effect of this 

assignment on my students' progress and their attitudes toward the study of French. In the 

pre-project survey, students were asked to name the one communicative skill that they 

most hoped to improve over the course of the school year. The most common responses 

(from three students apiece) were speaking and listening. The written comments of those 

who stated that improvement in speaking was their highest priority indicated that 

pronunciation, rather than vocabulary recall or sentence structure, was the greatest 

challenge for them. One boy wrote, "I feel that sometimes words are spelled differently 

than they sound. That is what makes it difficult from time to time," while another noted, 

"It is difficult for me [to] pronounce some words with odd vowels and contractions." 

These comments relate directly to my initial rationale for pursuing this project and 

encouraged me to spend time with each individual student, practicing the pronunciation 

of the lyrics that they wrote. I expanded this aspect of my plan, finishing each of those 

one-on-one sessions by recording myself reciting the student's lyrics. I gave these 
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recordings to the students so that the boys could refer to them as they practiced and 

recorded their songs. 

 

Over the course of the project, I was pleased with my students' engagement, enthusiasm, 

and cooperative attitude. Most of the boys initially expressed some doubts about their 

ability to meet the challenge of writing original lyrics, much less setting them to music 

and recording their voices. However, a few of them wrote more than required for the first 

homework assignment; they indicated that they were motivated by the knowledge that 

their work would be shared with an outside audience. While some other students got off 

to a slower start than I had hoped, seeing classmates moving ahead of them in the writing 

process appeared to engage their competitive spirit, and they quickly caught up. 

 

During the class periods spent on writing, the boys consulted me individually with 

questions about vocabulary and sentence structure, and I was able to check each student's 

progress while the others used reference materials or worked on writing their next verse. I 

was astonished at the popularity of my rhyming dictionary (I will certainly need to buy 

more classroom copies!) and impressed by the boys' interest and support of each other's 

work. Even though each student was required to write and record his own song, they 

were aware of each other's themes, suggested appropriate vocabulary to each other, and 

read their lyrics aloud when they finished a line or two of which they were particularly 

proud. I was especially pleased to observe a couple of students drumming with pencils on 

their desks while humming or mouthing the lyrics they were in the process of writing, 

revising their work as they considered rhythms and tunes they might use. 

 

When we moved to the computer lab for the second week, I observed a similar mix of 

attitudes toward the project and a similar eagerness to collaborate. Some of my students 

were already familiar with the Garage Band program, while others needed some help 

getting started. By the second day, however, all of the boys were able to work 

independently and were putting together beats and sound effects with ease. They 

occasionally shared their headphones with a classmate or suggested a beat that might be 

well suited to another student's song. It was at this stage of the project that I coached each 
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student on the pronunciation of his lyrics. Later in the week, the boys were free to take a 

laptop into a quiet classroom to record their voices. Finally, we enjoyed listening to all of 

the completed songs as a class. 

 

 

In evaluating the post-project survey, I tallied the students' responses to multiple-choice 

questions about their relative confidence in using the various communicative skills and 

looked for patterns in their answers to free-response questions about their subjective 

experience of the project and its effect on their engagement in class. Students were asked 

to name the one communicative skill that they believed they had used the most during the 

project and the one skill area in which they felt they had shown the most improvement. 

All of the boys indicated that they had made the most use of either their writing (five 

boys) or speaking skills (four). The largest number of boys (four) indicated that their 

speaking skills had improved the most, followed by listening (three) and writing (two). I 

found it somewhat surprising that so many boys noted improvement in their listening 

skills. This may be, once again, a result of class activities outside the scope of this 

project, although informally a couple of boys mentioned to me that they felt they had 

worked harder to understand their classmates' songs than they would a typical 

comprehension activity. 

 

The students' feedback about the project was overwhelmingly positive, with comments 

falling into three main categories. Some students commented that the project was a 

welcome change of pace and provided an opportunity for them to be assessed according 

to different criteria than those applied to most assignments: "It was easier for me to do 

well with this project," one wrote. Others mentioned that they had particularly enjoyed 

working with Garage Band, whether in a new context or for the first time. By far the most 

common opinion, however, was that the students appreciated the elements of creativity 

and choice afforded them by the project. One student wrote, "I enjoyed trying to make 

beats and writing our own lyrics. I felt free to do what I wanted." Others wrote, "I liked 

that we got to be creative and make our own song," "I liked how we could work freely on 
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multiple areas," and that the best part of the project was "that we were allowed to have a 

lot of freedom in our creation of the song." 

 

Students were also asked to reflect on how this project might be improved for future 

classes. Four of the nine students indicated that they had no recommendations; one 

added, "I liked everything about it." The suggestions that students did offer all pertained 

to practical matters of allocating resources of time and space. In particular, while some 

students who own Macs chose to record their voices at home, other students noted that 

they felt pressure to finish their recordings during class time and would have liked more 

class time to work. My favorite comment was from a student whose suggestion was 

"using the dictionary and rhyming dictionary for a longer amount of time." While 

designing this project, it never occurred to me that a newfound love of reference books 

was a possible side effect! 

 

Overall, I was pleased with the success of this project in enhancing my students' 

engagement and achievement. The boys' comments indicated overwhelmingly that they 

found the project engaging, in that it allowed them considerable freedom and an 

opportunity to have fun and be creative. I found it more difficult to measure the impact of 

this project on my students' achievement, as they are still, of course, at the novice level. 

However, most students' participation grades rose at least temporarily after the 

songwriting project, indicating that this activity encouraged them to take a more active 

role in developing their conversation skills. 

 

Conclusion 
 

I am very glad that I pursued this project with this group of students. I had hoped to 

increase my students' achievement and confidence in their pronunciation and overall 

speaking skills, and some students reported improvement in that area. Since the 

completion of the songwriting project, I have noticed that several of the boys are less 

hesitant when working in small groups or when called on to speak in class. 
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This action research project has also enhanced my students' engagement, including in 

some ways that I had not anticipated. The overall attitude of these students toward the 

study of French has become much more positive, and I attribute the change to two 

factors: the students' camaraderie as they each worked on a task that seemed very difficult 

to them, and the individual time and positive feedback that I was able to offer each 

student as he produced a creative work unique to him. Far from feeling the sense of 

"linguistic infancy" (Carr, 2003) that frustrates many novice-level learners, these students 

found that it was possible to express their sense of humor in French and be understood by 

their teacher and classmates.  

 

While I will experiment with variations on this assignment (adjusting the schedule and 

allocation of resources, and possibly assigning song production as a group project), I 

have been very pleased with the results of this first attempt at writing songs with novice-

level learners. Despite the limitations of their communicative skills at this stage of 

language study, the boys in my class exceeded my expectations and had the valuable 

experience of using the target language as a means for self-expression.  
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Reflection 
 
The IBSC program provided the ideal framework for my first experience with action 

research. It is a long process, but I remained engaged and committed to the project thanks 

to the encouragement and camaraderie of my new colleagues and friends from around the 

world and the support of our team leaders. The prospect of implementing this particular 

class project was daunting, but I was eager to see how my students would respond to the 

challenge and to follow the progress of my talented, inventive colleagues as they pursued 

their own original research in their classrooms. 

 

I greatly appreciate the enthusiastic support of Josh Budde, Head of Middle School, and 

Rabi Gardner, Language Department Chair at Chestnut Hill Academy, who provided 

invaluable feedback at all stages of the process. I also gratefully acknowledge the 

collaboration of Patrick Hourigan, Director of Educational Technology, and Alex 

deBerardinis '12, who assisted students using Garage Band for the first time. Finally, I am 

thankful to have had the guidance and advice of Margot, Debbie, and all of the members 

of the Languages Team throughout the year.  

 


