Learning English through Popular Culture

Reviews:  Music
Teacher’s Notes

	Objectives
By the end of the lessons, students will be better able to:

· use language to describe music and express their opinions

· understand music vocabulary used in the context of music reviews

· evaluate music reviews as positive or negative

· produce a music review conforming to the characteristics of that genre, i.e. typical structure of the text and commonly used language included
Time Needed

· 2-3 forty-minute periods

Learning / Teaching / Assessment Tasks / Activities

· Students use dictionaries to find vocabulary associated with music

· Students express their opinions of songs using adjectives / nouns

· Students analyse music reviews, complete comprehension questions and identify examples of collocations used

· Students listen to three music reviews and judge whether they are positive or negative, plus write notes about the phrases used to make comments
· Students write music reviews using an outline for support

Materials Required
· Student’s handouts S99-S104

· Your own selection of song clips (on CD / cassette / MP3 player / streamed or legally downloaded from the Internet)

· CD Track 21




Reviews:  Music
Teacher’s notes

(  Introduction:

These activities encourage students to express their opinions about music. The main language areas include vocabulary for describing and evaluating music and common collocations used in music reviews. Core tasks include reading and listening to music reviews and writing a review of a favourite album.
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(  Learning Activity 1
 Speaking and Vocabulary
A
Vocabulary – A - Z dictionary race (15 minutes)

This activity exposes students to common lexical items used when describing music.

Put students in pairs and ensure they have dictionaries. Point out that the words are in alphabetical order but not every letter is used. The word class is indicated after the letter. Set a strict time limit. They can try to guess some of the words or go straight to looking them up in the dictionary. Encourage them to skim Glossary the entries rather than spending a long time searching.

Answers: A= album; B= ballad; C= catchy; D= dull; F= funky; G= guitar;

L= lyrics; M= melody; N= number; P= piano; R= rhythm; S= soundtrack;

T= track; U= unique

	Catering for Learner Diversity

For students who need more support
· You may feel it is necessary to do some revision of dictionary work with your students beforehand, reminding them of how a dictionary is structured. You may choose to provide the first two or three letters of the words to speed up the process, or you could put them on the board as anagrams.

· Alternatively, provide all the words in a jumbled order and students match them to the definitions then use their dictionaries to check.

For students who need more challenge

· You could remove all the examples so that students need to guess all of the words; add more words to define; or ask them to brainstorm more words for each letter.
· You could also do an A-Z race, asking each group / pair to write the letters of the alphabet down the side of a page, set a time limit, e.g. 5 minutes, then students brainstorm a word associated with music for each letter. The group / pair with the most correct words at the end wins.
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B
Speaking – Your opinions of songs (10 minutes)

This activity allows students to express their opinions using key phrases connected with the popular evaluation of music.
Select some song clips (from a variety of genres) before class. Write ‘hit’ and ‘miss’ on the board and ask students to write them on a piece of paper (they should write big so it’s easy for everyone to see). You may need to clarify the meanings, perhaps by drawing a target and arrows hitting and missing or by just explaining it in terms of popular / successful or unpopular. Play the song clips and students should hold up their opinion card. You may like to ask them to sit in groups according to their opinion of a certain song (i.e. so all the people who liked it are in groups) or they could be groups with mixed opinions, which may allow for more lively discussion. Encourage them to explain why they liked / disliked the songs, then follow up with the discussion questions in the box.
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C
Vocabulary – Describing music (5 minutes)

This activity expands students’ repertoire of vocabulary for expressing evaluative opinions.
Remind students of the terms ‘hit’ and ‘miss’ when referring to music. They categorise the words and phrases into the correct box, using dictionaries if necessary. Drill the pronunciation with the whole class (word stress in bold below).

Answers:

	Hit  (
	great, fantastic, brilliant, a winner, not bad*

	Miss(
	rubbish, terrible, a flop, so-so, just OK, awful


* ‘Not bad’ is not very strong, but it still implies that the person liked it to some extent

(  Learning Activity 2
 Reading  Vocabulary in context
A
Reading – A music review (10 minutes)

This activity gives practice in reading a music review and inferring meaning.

This task exposes students to an example of a music review (maybe for the first time) and the typical structures and language used in them. Encouraging students to look for clues within the text about the writer’s point of view is an important skill to help improve their overall reading comprehension skills. Encourage them to underline / highlight the ‘clues’ and to skim over the less relevant parts for the moment. The text is fairly simplified although it contains authentic examples from a music review (from SCMP’s Young Post) and being able to successfully read and understand an ‘authentic’ text will boost students’ confidence.

Answers: (1) Yes (clues: a brilliant collection, a great tune, beautiful lyrics, an impressive beginning)   (2) songwriting and singing  (3) No, this is the first (clues: newcomer, debut album, first CD of her career) (4) (c) dance / pop (clues: funky, will make you move your feet, strong rhythm) (5) She’ll be successful (clue: ‘will help her to make it to the top’)

	Catering for Learner Diversity
For students who need more support

· You may like to guide them by providing multiple-choice options.



B
Vocabulary – Collocations (10 minutes)

This activity raises students’ awareness of common collocations used in music reviews.

Learning and using collocations (words that are commonly used together) is an effective way for students to expand their vocabulary and increase their fluency. The collocations presented here are not the strongest (‘fixed’) collocations as some of the adjectives can collocate with a number of the nouns, but they are useful combinations for students to add to their repertoire nonetheless.

Answers: 1.(f) beautiful lyrics  2.(d) strong rhythm  3.(e) catchy song

4.(a) soft melody  5.(c) funky tracks  6.(b) distinctive voice

NB: Most of the above combinations are interchangeable. You may or may not like to point this out to your students.

(  Learning Activity 3
 Listening and Speaking

Analysing music reviews

A
Listening – Useful phrases from music reviews

(10 minutes) CD Track 21
This activity raises students’ awareness of vocabulary phrases commonly used in music reviews.

Instructions are given on student’s handout S101. For the task, you need to play CD Track 21 (3:44 minutes). The activity provides an opportunity for students to work with subject-verb agreement; collocation; and verb + preposition patterns (see Answers). To make it more challenging, you could ask students to predict the answers before listening to check.

Answers: (1) has  (2) is  (3) to  (4) by  (5) like  (6) of  (7) to  (8) with

(9) for; to  (10) has  (11) make (12) got

B
Listening – Positive or negative? (20 minutes) CD Track 21
This activity provides contextualised practice of commonly used language in music reviews by means of a listening activity.

Focus students’ attention on the blank chart. Explain that they will hear 2 people discussing 3 reviews and they should try to jot down notes about each album / song in the appropriate column (positive / negative). This task uses the same recording as in the previous activity (CD Track 21). You may like to stop the CD after each review to allow time for writing (suitable places to pause are indicated on the tapescript on T138). They will probably need more than one listening.

Suggested Answers:

	
	+ Positive comments
	- Negative comments

	Album 1

Song 1

Song 2
	reached no.1; popular
	

	
	happy piano melody
	

	
	
	dull song; repeats lyrics; not easy to listen to; childish vocals; not to everyone’s taste

	Album 2

Song 1

Song 2
	talent and skills to make it to the top; angelic voice
	

	
	simple lyrics; truly memorable
	

	
	fantastic instrumental version
	

	Album 3

Song 1

Song 2
	newly released sequel; uplifting songs; good selection of different tunes
	

	
	funky; heavy beats; rhythmic bass; catchy; guaranteed to make this an instant hit; good for dancing to
	

	
	Infectious melody; will make you move your feet
	


	Catering for Learner Diversity

For students who need more support

· You may prefer to play just one or two of the three reviews to reduce the load.
· Some vocabulary may be pre-taught to assist students in the listening, e.g. angelic, memorable, uplifting, sequel, infectious, vocals. Most of the items in the listening are recycled from previous activities.
· Some answers could be provided for them on the activity sheet.



	Tapescript – CD Track 21 

Learning Activity 3A  Useful phrases from music reviews and 3B  Positive or negative?
CD Track 21 (3:44 minutes)
A
What are you doing?

B
I’m trying to decide which new CDs to download. There are so many that I can’t 
decide.

A
Maybe I can help you. Let’s read some of the reviews together.

B
OK. The first one is a singer from Ireland called Kate Nash. The review says ‘the 
album “Made of Bricks” reached no. 1 on the UK album charts shortly after its release’ 
so it’s obviously very popular.

A
Does it describe the musical style at all?

B
Yes it calls it an ‘indie rock album full of piano and guitar’.  It says the first song ‘We 
Get On’ has a happy piano melody so that sounds quite good.

A
It’s a positive review then?

B
Not really. It says song 2: ‘Play’ is a dull song that repeats the lyrics “I like to play / I 
play all day in my room”. The writer tells us it’s not an easy album to listen to and 
the singer’s childish vocals are not to everyone’s taste.
A
What do you think then?

B
Hmm, I’m not sure. I don’t think I’ll get that one.

(Pause)

A
What about this? It’s a single, not a whole album, called ‘Good-bye Days’ and it’s by 
a Japanese singer-songwriter, Yui.

B
Oh, she was in a movie called ‘Midnight Sun’ about a girl who cannot go out in the 
sun and sings in the streets at night…

A
Yes, that’s her.

B
What does the reviewer say about the single?

A 
He thinks she has the talent and skills to make it to the top because she studied 
songwriting and guitar at a private music school.

B
I don’t know what her voice sounds like or what the songs are about.
A
The reviewer describes her angelic voice – she sounds like an angel!  The first 
song has simple lyrics and he says it makes this a truly memorable piece of 
music.
B
But this is only a single so it’s just one song, right?

A
No, apparently there are three numbers on the single, plus the final track is a 
fantastic instrumental version of the song.
B
Wow, that sounds great. I’ll get it.

(Pause)

A
Are there any more reviews you want to read?

B
Ooh look - High School Musical 2 - I love that movie don’t you?

A
Yes, it’s my favourite! What does the review say?

B
This is the newly released sequel to High School Musical and it’s full of the same 
sort of tunes as the first soundtrack album. She tells us it kicks off with the funky 
‘What Time Is It’, so that’s the first song. Its heavy beats and rhythmic bass are 
catchy and guarantee to make this an instant hit.
A
Sounds good for dancing to…
B
She says the next track ‘Fabulous’ has an infectious melody and will make you 
move your feet. There are uplifting songs and some ballads too.

A
I like the sound of that – it’s got a good selection of different tunes. Let’s download it.




Note: It is essential to remind students of the importance to download music from the Internet legally.
C
Speaking – Ranking (10 minutes)

This activity consolidates students’ understanding of previously taught items.

Focus students’ attention on the reviews ratings systems and explain that 1 CD means it is a very bad review and 5 CDs mean it is a very good review. Elicit suggestions for other symbols that could be used (e.g. smiley faces, musical notes, guitars). Ask students to work in pairs to read the 5 extracts from music reviews and add how many ‘CDs’ they think it would be given on their handouts. You may like to go through the key phrases in the review extracts and use it as an opportunity to practise word stress in the phrases.

Suggested Answers:

(1) 5 CDs (2) 2-3 CDs (3) 1-2 CDs (4) 4-5 CDs (5) 1 CD

(  Learning Activity 4 
Reading  Identifying music reviews
A
Reading – Unscrambling the sentences (10 minutes)

This activity raises students’ awareness of the generic features and language of a music review through a discrimination activity.
Explain that the text contains parts of some different reviews. Students should try to identify the sentences from a music review and highlight or underline the appropriate parts. You could follow up by asking students to tell you what kinds of reviews the other sentences come from (a film review and a video game review).

Answers:
	The latest blockbuster from Disney is a visual feast full of colourful animation. The guitar and bass will make you tap your feet. The characters in this new edition have more super-powers and longer lives than in the first edition of the game. Unfortunately, her second album is fairly dull and predictable. The lyrics are rather repetitive and start to be annoying after a few minutes. You will find the plot extremely exciting and the climax is a big surprise. There are a couple of interesting tracks, but overall this will be a flop. This fantasy-drama is not to be missed.


B
Reading – Sequencing information in a review (10 minutes)

This activity raises students’ awareness of the typical sequence of information in a music review through a reading and labelling activity.

Note: This is an authentic text taken from SCMP Young Post so you may like to reassure students that they do not have to understand the entire text. You might also like to make use of the HKCLA Monthly Reporting Form (accessible at http://hkcla.org.hk(service(instruction purpose(photocopying for instruction, or in the CD-ROM of this package) to inform HKCLA of the number of photocopies made of the music review on S103 for students.

Go through the five labels with the whole class to check they understand the categories. Ask students to skim-read Glossary the review and in pairs decide which category each paragraph belongs in by writing the letters in the boxes.

Answers: 1 = a + b; 2 = d; 3 = a (+ d); 4 = e; 5 = e; 6 = e; 7 = c
	Catering for Learner Diversity

For students who need more support
· You could provide a simplified version of a review text to exemplify the different sections more obviously. An example is provided below.

People who liked High School Musical will love the newly-released sequel. This second album has all the same sort of tunes as the first album – lots of catchy pop songs to dance to.

The second album, High School Musical 2, is the soundtrack from the film and there are 11 tunes on it about popular topics such as summer holidays, love and friends.

The CD begins with a funky song called ‘What Time Is It’. It has heavy beats and a good rhythm and it is very catchy. I think this will be a hit.

The second track, ‘Fabulous’ has a great melody and will make you move your feet to dance.

There are also songs which will make teenagers feel happy and two romantic ballads that high school girls will love.

High School Musical 2 is about being young and it is a great CD that teenagers will love.



(  Learning Activity 5
 Writing  A music review
A
Homework Assignment – Preparing to write a music review
(30 minutes – dependent on students)
This activity allows students to prepare ideas and information for writing a music review.

Tell students they must choose a CD (or a download) that they will listen to and review at home. It can be in Cantonese or another language but the review has to be in English. Go through the sections in the boxes where they should write notes and check that they understand what to write in each box (give them examples). In the following lesson, ask students to tell each other about their findings and check that they have all got some ideas ready for a review.


B
Writing – A music review (15 minutes)

This activity supports students in writing a music review with the help of a writing frame.

Ask students to complete the music review outline using the suggested types of words. Monitor and assist with language where necessary. Encourage them to use phrases and words learnt from the previous activities. For more information about the different genres of music, you could advise them to search ‘music genres’ on Wikipedia.

	Catering for Learner Diversity

For students who need more challenge

· Ask them to write a review without using the writing frame but following the typical structure of a review as in Learning Activity 4B.

· Have students compare an earlier and a current album from the same artist, which will require them to use comparative and contrastive phrases, e.g. Whereas A was X, B is Y; A is less (more) X than B; There are more…




Extension Ideas

This section provides teachers with further ideas they may like to develop into projects with their students.

Project 1  Debate / Vote

                                           Analytical skills

Students select and present their favourite song lyrics and justify their opinions. Class vote for the top 10 clever lyrics / lyricists.
Project 2  Mimics



                                          Creativity

Who can mimic (e.g. Justin Lo’s) lyrical style the closest? Have students analyse a number of very different styles of songwriter. They then try to re-write a verse in a song by their favourite artist.  Students who need more challenge could also try to re-write a verse in the style of that artist, e.g. ‘Write another verse in the style of Ivana Wong’.
Project 3  Name that tune

                                Analytical skills

Divide students into two groups. They select 5 current tunes. Play each for 30 seconds and the other team has to guess the song and (a) quote, (b) describe, and (c) evaluate the lyrics. Teacher acts as host / scorekeeper.

Project 4  Interview the singer

                                Analytical skills
Students prepare interview questions for their favourite singers (e.g. Why did you choose these lyrics? What’s the story behind the song?) and one student takes the role of that singer to be interviewed (could be done as a ‘hotseat’ activity where questions are fired at the person and s/he answers spontaneously if you feel your students are more capable).

Resources for Music Reviews

Websites for Music Reviews:

Writing reviews (((
Very challenging as it is aimed at university level students, but contains some useful tips, also some sample papers which could be modified to provide an example for students.

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~writing/materials/student/humanities/music.shtml
Young Post (
The young people’s supplement website from the South China Morning Post has CD reviews (including those from the past few editions). You need to sign up as a member (free). Click on the ‘Fun’ section after signing in. You could also use the ‘Forum’ section.

http://www.yp.scmp.com
Metacritic ((
Reviews from different sources collected together, labelled by genre and ranked in descending order of popularity, plus given an overall score. Reviews written by proficient English speaking critics so some very challenging language is used at times.

http://www.metacritic.com/music
Top ten reviews ((
Reviews organised by scores, or searchable by genre. Reviews written by proficient English speaking critics so some very challenging language is used at times.

http://www.toptenreviews.com

The Guardian ((
Some reviews are fairly short but the language is often quite complex.

http://music.guardian.co.uk/reviews

Teen Ink ((
Reviews written by teenagers. Some language is quite challenging as it’s written by proficient English speakers. It is possible for students to submit their own work.

http://www.teenink.com/Music
Common Sense Media ( / ((
This reviews site is aimed at parents and therefore contains guidance on song content in specific categories including sexual content, violence, language, message, social behaviour, commercialism and drug / alcohol / tobacco. The references are shown in an at-a–glance table so you can decide on appropriacy.

http://www.commonsensemedia.org/music-reviews
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