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Strategies: Learning and Teaching in Unfamiliar Languages 

● Middle Eastern songs, historically, evolved from poetry. The lyrics are deeply rooted in 

cultural context, and the contour of the phrases are more nuanced than English.1 

● Teaching by ear, rather than from notation, is the way most Middle Eastern songs have 

been learned and shared, from the cradle to the conservatory.2  

● The most challenging part of teaching songs in these languages is for teachers to learn for 

themselves. Memorization is strongly encouraged; facilitated by sufficient preparation 

time, listening without analysis, writing, recording one’s own voice; utilizing whichever 

strategies serve the teacher best.   

● Having key words on the board to keep one’s bearing while introducing a song by ear is 

fine; but being highly dependent on a score diminishes the magic of an engaging, 

welcoming introduction, and– the musical nuances that accompany the lyrics.  

 

The first examples in each language category below are songs for primary grades; progressing to 

songs for upper grades and/or choral ensembles. 

 

A. First introductions to lyrics: 

Introducing lyrics (both words and phrases) in unfamiliar languages is helped along by having 

students engage the senses as the teacher sings. Swaying. Passing a ball. Tracing the melody on a 

jump rope, watching/following color representations on a tonal ladder, even tapping the contour 

of a melody on one’s arm. If students are given the opportunity to embody sounds and phrases, 

they are likely to internalize the sounds of words and nuances of phrases without any intentional 

focus.     

 

Video clips with physical motions 

The teacher sings while performing a movement or “body ostinato”. Students easily join in with 

the motions. And as they imitate the motions, they usually begin to imitate the shape of the 

lyrics, even with minimal comprehension  

Arabic 

Hajj Hajjehja Video 3 Teacher introduces new lyrics rocking while singing. 

Obba Obba Obba  Video 1, 3 Hands raised like ascending pigeons  

Kahkom Video 3. Passing on the beat  

Hebrew 

            David Melech Yisrael Videos  Hand jive 

 

 

Simulation of actual motions related to the lyrics and/or full dramatization 

Arabic 

Hajj Hajeehja Beit Allah Video 3 Packing the camel  

Obba Obba Obba Video 1, 3 Hands raised like ascending pigeons  

Dawwa-khee-nee Ya Lamoonah Video 1 Lemon spinning 

Persian 

Yeh Dooneh Anar Video 3 Extracting pomegranate seeds one by one 

Turkish 

 
1 Ibrahim, W., personal communication 
2 Ibrahim, W., personal communication 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/19Y2BHQIQ3XXICsbkkVSrEwBODaSSYJc7/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/145qeZm9lBKpLSNDTJupCsM9QC1OxhuIx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pPesO_Z-_5qBYqYrbgadHc90PzCzz1SJ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pPesO_Z-_5qBYqYrbgadHc90PzCzz1SJ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yLpV9zGXjerZMb9I0FC8Q55HAIhoXB06/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yLpV9zGXjerZMb9I0FC8Q55HAIhoXB06/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yLpV9zGXjerZMb9I0FC8Q55HAIhoXB06/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IDmc1ZJoruhyAuxBA6JdebS_xIFPnX2o/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1IDmc1ZJoruhyAuxBA6JdebS_xIFPnX2o/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/145qeZm9lBKpLSNDTJupCsM9QC1OxhuIx/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pPesO_Z-_5qBYqYrbgadHc90PzCzz1SJ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pPesO_Z-_5qBYqYrbgadHc90PzCzz1SJ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10wzknPZSjyoZjaqmwgw_205-y-KAr8Lh/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10wzknPZSjyoZjaqmwgw_205-y-KAr8Lh/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yWD7mqPdDAV8qVfulL4iMJH4hwhB0Apr/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yWD7mqPdDAV8qVfulL4iMJH4hwhB0Apr/view?usp=drive_link
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Yah, Yah, Yahmur Video 5 Each line of the lyrics has motions simulating  the lyrics 

Fuhsh, fuhsh, Kahyukchuh: Videos 3,4, 5 Rowing motions 

 

Tracing the melody 

While listening, a student manually follows the length of a melody on a jump rope or cotton 

cord.  After a few repetitions, questions are posed such as “Where did the singing stop?” or  

“Was the melody as long as the chord? Or, a direction might be given such as “Stop when you 

hear the sound ‘free’.”  There’s no correct way to do this activity. The goal is always the same; 

the simultaneous subconscious internalization of lyrics and musical nuances. 

Arabic 

Tishtik Video 4 Melody tracing  

Persian: 

 Lalaie: Video 2 Melody tracing  

Kurdish 

Ey Choleke Video 2 Melody tracing  

Meshka:  Video 2, 3 Melody tracing  

 

Following melodic contour  

A color tonal ladder becomes the structure for tracking a phrase of lyrics.  Questions follow 

about the specific colors. For example: What color did the melody start on? The activity is to 

repeatedly listen to the lyrics while concentrating on something else. 

Turkish 

Yah Yah Yahmur Video 3, 4  

Kurdish 

Meshka Video 1  Both lyrics and musical reinforcement  

 

Passing the beat  

The teacher sings as the students pass a ball or other object. The song is repeated several times 

with different listening focus.  The teacher might ask..“Who was holding the ball when the 

melody stopped”, or  “Clap on the rests.”   

Arabic 

Kahkom Video 2 Keeping the beat. Clap on the rests 

 

Organizing meter or form 

The teacher sings alone. Students are asked to lay out an array of necessary beats using 

manipulatives such as small wooden blocks. 

Kurdish 

Heng  Video 1, Photo 4  

 

B. Securing Lyrics    

With unrushed time, teachers can weave fluency in singing and pronunciation with activities or 

comments that reinforce the meaning of the song/lyrics.  

Arabic 

Haadi Baadi  Video 1  Without the game, focus on beat icons- refreshes pronunciation of 

the lyrics. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Gg3IeKGIO5_N1ife7lC9l_YBY-lwMZuz/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1tJsbH7Z-ztsuEF40kzTwJlPeY_o0qmMT/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ljXEez4oPr-S52BqSI5ISbnf1pECzLPl/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qx1Wc5d9TLKEpxqGyXtkCPmOLO_GFAz6/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qx1Wc5d9TLKEpxqGyXtkCPmOLO_GFAz6/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12ItrLGLPyEb4RpdrxAxlqpfBZDYejQrp/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/12ItrLGLPyEb4RpdrxAxlqpfBZDYejQrp/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16IVFtcHQ5-VoaryJdr23i838yaWZzymk/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16IVFtcHQ5-VoaryJdr23i838yaWZzymk/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qqlvyQU0QIppoFFmdC42GXoF5j_-jmfK/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qqlvyQU0QIppoFFmdC42GXoF5j_-jmfK/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qqlvyQU0QIppoFFmdC42GXoF5j_-jmfK/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zvApOHI5OgdVvWYe9S7_zaHH17eGCk7B/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_HmxDIqIX1BC-cqim8pdVifCldBZSwtv/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_HmxDIqIX1BC-cqim8pdVifCldBZSwtv/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13pJgsm_cO3WwR8NhxtFpf-VymFQNVp36/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13SOclcb_twAV8EO2a_FnUF7HkwdNubLw/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1THCkmI1auEv-BvpS8pl-xa_329VSCOiz/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1THCkmI1auEv-BvpS8pl-xa_329VSCOiz/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1THCkmI1auEv-BvpS8pl-xa_329VSCOiz/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1THCkmI1auEv-BvpS8pl-xa_329VSCOiz/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yLpV9zGXjerZMb9I0FC8Q55HAIhoXB06/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yLpV9zGXjerZMb9I0FC8Q55HAIhoXB06/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13iYoxPEoRj3k8ZXj8T-7tQw77siHfJwS/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zGelKBTy4ACtfI9yfcE0WtdQ_99JLARX/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10VGsmpurfD6ZrrOBmpvp5BqUcEM3bqa1/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10VGsmpurfD6ZrrOBmpvp5BqUcEM3bqa1/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10VGsmpurfD6ZrrOBmpvp5BqUcEM3bqa1/view?usp=drive_link
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 Kahkom  Video 3 More complex focus on beat icons refreshes pronunciation of the 

lyrics 

Kahkom  Photo 1  Teacher reviews the narrative without singing. 

Kahkom Video 1 Students “walk through” the action of the singing game without 

singing. 

 

Persian     

Yeh dooneh Anar: Securing numbers by doing a different activity while singing the song 

Video 4 

 

Turkish 

Yah yah yahmur Video 5 

 

C. Strategies with phonetically spelled lyrics 

Short sentence fragments: 

Persian 

Yeh dooneh anar  Section B, Video 1 Numbers, symbols, and eventually short phonetic 

spellings of words and phrases are on the board. As the students begin to join in the 

singing, phonetic spellings are erased.  

 

Sequencing lyric strips: a strategy when there is substantial text 

● When students have listened to  a song several times and are beginning to sing along, 

lyric strips are passed out to partners or small groups.  

● The activity begins with the lyric strips facing down. As with activities using rhythm 

sequence cards, students sing, then turn the cards face up and put the lyric strips in order.  

● As the singing becomes secure, sequence cards may be turned over, or covered with a 

different color blank strip.  

● This activity, given sufficient  time, is an efficient path to memorization. 

Important: If students have listened to the song several times before reading  phonetic 

spellings, they will pronounce the lyrics as they’ve heard them rather than default to their 

habitual system of decoding.  

 

Persian 

Yeh dooneh anar A section  Video: 1  

Kurdish 

Heng  Video 4, 5 

Hebrew 

*David Melech Yisrael  Photo 2, 3  Sequencing Hebrew lyrics in native characters 

 

D. *Decoding challenge: Very occasionally, small clues will challenge students to sequence 

lyrics even when the language’s characters have never been introduced. 

 Hebrew 

 David Melech Yisrael Photo 

 

E. Phonetic spellings should be in the lingua franca of the class or ensemble. If the primary 

language of instruction in the school is Spanish, create phonetic spellings as the sounds would be 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_FfRourv-L30qzLD69AQCppmXpxi_tyo/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JKi57BTtT3HBprU0-tYzJRvLKHcTYtOm/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KhXNPTj2EeM4n8lkLY78R3j2XZg5yer3/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1upk_IOmOaYN-woBmSFk2DTLpkZDMdZ_e/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Gg3IeKGIO5_N1ife7lC9l_YBY-lwMZuz/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rJ7aO3zvFQEOqE1o0liJgKkTI6fmrue0/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1AkN_TW0ongMgAjQmHJ5w1MlQ9VUmAkO4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1q4YtW4gNJx0gjMNm81Cbm1McoFwDWaWj/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16Ui9LMKT4TTIeTFzxdK8tB4yfIECBgEV/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1l9ygcBMv-jfReWr_APsiJs80ipJ4NcQs/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17GHM2rpXfbf92eknFv_dtg1njnpMKM5F/view?usp=drive_link
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spelled in Spanish. If the school is  an international school, use the phonetic system of the  

primary language of instruction.  

 

Arabic 

A ya Zane Photo 2 (Spanish) Photo 1  Link (Polish) 
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wLy2Z7JjWIh4nGezlWLIaO0OfDTyjHE1/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GI9jb1vg669xskpn9psE7cSB7sOg7p8t/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1GI9jb1vg669xskpn9psE7cSB7sOg7p8t/view?usp=drive_link

